
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Summary: 
 
   Burlington, Vermont was a city known for its near-nonexistent murder rate. So when bodies begin to appear along with a mysterious note and a humiliating gesture from the killer, local authorities scramble to discover who is responsible.
 
   A complicated series of events points to Amy Jane Spenser as the prime suspect. She is troubled by sleep deprivation and frequent memory lapses. Her job as a paramedic feeds her compulsion to help people, but ultimately only renders her a crippled witness to the human condition. Amy struggles with doubt over her own mysterious behavior, and is left with no alibi for any of the murders.
 
   Her friend, Karma, uses her degree in Criminal Psychology and a gift for psychometry to search for clues to Amy's innocence, in spite of a persistent detective. The suspense builds as lives intertwine, and destinies dangle precariously over an abyss of secrets and suppositions, until nothing can ever be the same again. 
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   5.0 out of 5 stars - "Monk is a superb writer!"
 
   "This is a marketable story. It has all of the necessary elements: good characterization; interesting (and well-described) settings; authentic-sounding dialogue. What's more, Monk is a superb writer! This is some of the best work we've ever seen here at KIWI."
 
   ~KIWI Club Reviews
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars "Another great book by Kaeli Monk!"
 
   This is the third of this author's books I've read and I plan to read more of them. She is an absolute MASTER of characterization! After I read her books, I catch myself wondering about the characters as if they were real people. And, no, this is not a sign I need to be in a mental ward somewhere; rather, it is a testament to how authentic her characters are. This authenticity extends to her plots as well. I can especially speak to the authenticity of the plot and characters in this particular book because I work in the emergency services field myself. This book in its entirety, down to the smallest of details, is real enough to be based on people whom I know and work with daily.
 
   One final big plus!...more often than not, I can guess "who done it" before the ending of a murder mystery and that just ruins the whole book for me. I also view it as a weakness in the writer's talent. However, not so in this gem of a psycho-thriller/murder mystery! I was totally and happily surprised! Reading this one was time well spent!
 
    ~Tanya Gotcher
 
   Little Rock, AR
 
    
 
   5.0 out of 5 stars - "Plotting and pacing is excellent"
 
   "Enjoyed the story very much and did have trouble putting it down when I had to. Had that 'want to read more by this author' feeling when I reached the end. I was actually hoping Baeli would include a preview at the end, with an excerpt from one of her other books there. I also felt that the ending came too soon; I wasn't quite ready to be done with Amy and her friends. That's a good thing! 
 
   The plotting and pacing is excellent. Love her characters and the tension/conflicts revolving around them—very three-dimensional. Spicy details tastefully employed. Well done! The setting was great, too—fit her story perfectly. 
 
   Kaeli Monk spins an engrossing tale, moves it right along, and mixes things up splendidly. Any sex she included was used to further the plot, without being offensive or prurient. She's a good, solid writer who deserves to be published. That's my take on it."
 
   ~Jim Bessey
 
   Fairport, NY 
 
    
 
    
 
   5 STARS. "An absolute must-read"
 
   "This was such a great read. I was immediately drawn into the book. It captures yours interest from the very first page. And keeps you going to the very end. Ms. Monk is quickly becoming one of my favorite authors. This is an absolutely must read." 
 
   ~Marie Young
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Writing a novel is like making love, 
 
   but it's also like having a tooth pulled.
 
   Pleasure and pain.
 
   Sometimes it's like making love 
 
   while having a tooth pulled.
 
   ~ Dean Koontz
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Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Sully's, on South Prospect, was the quintessential biker-bar, complete with hefty, leather-clad Harley worshippers, and stringy-haired heroin-addicted women who made the rounds among the bikers. Its décor was decidedly Medieval Garage Sale, with a dose of Americana thrown in. An old motorcycle carcass dangled from the vaulted section of the beamed ceiling, and the wood plank floors were littered with butts, scarred by bottle caps and splattered with homogenized bodily fluids. The only light to be had was from neon, dying sconces, and lit cigarettes. Various medieval swords perched on each wall, reminiscent of the times of Beowulf and Fire Dragons on the Barrow.
 
   It was the hub of operations for The Grendels, a biker gang that controlled a large percentage of the local drug traffic.
 
   The sweaty, emaciated boy slipped in the front door and moved toward the back booth. He paused in front of Rum, who was doing an in-depth study of his female tablemate's breasts. The boy cleared his throat, a sound so slight, it might have come from a field mouse. Rum looked up and snarled, "What?"
 
   Kenji Shimada pulled a wad of bills from his jeans pocket and dropped it on the table. His other hand stayed, always, on his stomach, and he moved in a stooped fashion. Rum's grin looked more like a sneer. "That's not enough. You still owe me from yesterday, boy," he said, spitting on the crumpled bills.
 
   Rum knew what he needed. Sweat rolled down the boy's face, carrying with it an intensifying hunger. He was ravenous, fragile. Dealers, like Doctors, needed to keep you sick; sick enough so that any comfort they provide will be welcome; not too much comfort, nor too little, just enough to insure eternal dependence. And when the addict's body finally succumbed, there would be others, and the savage loop would continue.
 
   Kenji shifted his weight, grimacing at the fresh pain that came in response to the idea of more delay. He imagined himself, in a whirl of creative problem-solving, knocking off a convenience store. He was willing. He just had to have the stuff, now, so he could plan the action. "I'll get it. I'll get the money. Just fix me up today, and I'll bring it all back to you tomorrow night."
 
   "I ain't no bank, Jap-ass. You don't pay, you don't get."
 
   The boy squirmed, glancing around the room as if the money would somehow be available if he looked for it. "I'm—I need it, man. Please. I'll pay you. Tomorrow."
 
   "You can do something for me, boy. And I'll hook you up."
 
   He nodded enthusiastically. "I'll do it. Anything."
 
   Rum grinned and slid out of the booth, his footfalls heavy on the wood floor as he headed for a grimy door. Kenji followed the man, holding his stomach and hoping the favor would be something he could do quickly. The burning in his gut was so intense, he thought he might claw his own skin off.
 
   The storage room was filled with liquor bottles, bar towels and giant jars of pickled pig's feet. The jars looked like they belonged in a science lab. He averted his eyes, the sight of them forcing a wave of revulsion that mixed with the burning in his stomach, like lava meeting the cool waters of Lake Champlain.
 
   Rum reached over and locked the storage room door, moved to the stack of liquor boxes, and leaned against the edge of them. He was repugnant. A polluted man, resembling the ooze clinging to the surface of a failed gene pool. Rum unzipped his pants and pulled out his penis.
 
   Kenji looked down at the man's crotch quickly, and back up at the squinting, humorless eyes. "No."
 
   "You want a bump? You pay now."
 
   Kenji blinked, taking a step back, desperately searching his fevered brain for another solution. He thought of his father, ensconced in old-world Japanese culture; knowing how his honor would be irreparably damaged by such an action. However, his father couldn't help him now. He was glad the cancer had taken his mother several years ago; glad she wasn't around to see him battered in a maelstrom of addiction.
 
   Rum reached into his fingerless leather motorcycle glove where he had palmed a miniature red balloon; red, like the color of blood; its contents black like the color of despair. "Got it right here, kung-fu boy."
 
   Kenji wiped new beads of perspiration from his lip. Pain was a formidable motivator, capable of blotting out the visage of parents, the memory of a former self. He had to get rid of the pain. Swallowing his fear and repulsion, he stepped forward and dropped to his knees. Rum placed the lip of the balloon between mottled teeth, dangling it like a bloated Merlot grape, watching the boy peer up at it fervidly.
 
   The plebeian biker grabbed a fistful of hair at the top of the boy's head to guide him.
 
   
 
    
 
   Leonard Huff pushed the door open, and was knocked aside by the frantic exit of the boy, clenching something in one hand.
 
   He scowled as he turned to watch the boy run into the parking lot. "Damn Jap," Huff muttered with a scowl, heading for the bar stool, grunting at the bartender to bring him whiskey.
 
   A tall man clad in black leather side-lace riding pants, and a zipper-riddled jacket, slid onto the barstool next to Leonard Huff. 
 
   "Lenny," the man said.
 
   "Shank," Leonard muttered.
 
   Huff turned to glare at Rum, who had taken his seat again in the corner, and was graced with the man's middle finger.
 
   Shank turned his leather Ivy cap around backward. "He ain't fuckin' with you, is he Lenny?" Rum was after Shank's precious position of power in the Grendels.
 
   "Nah. You set him straight." Leonard Huff released the straining buttons of his workshirt, letting his round gut relax just over the top of his trousers.
 
   Shank tossed another warning glance at Rum, and turned back around, looking at himself in the mirror behind the liquor bottles. "Everything cool with the delivery this week?"
 
   "No problems. I'd tell you if there was any problem."
 
   "I know you would," Shank muttered, a veiled threat in his tone. "Just thought I'd tag up with ya."
 
   "Everything's fine."
 
   Shank nodded, pulled a twenty out of his pants and tossed it on the bar. "Have a few on me, Pal." He smacked him firmly on the back and moved back to another table on the other side of the bar.
 
   Fully aware of the dangers in a bar that provided a catalog of ways to get killed, Huff had to stop at Sully's that day anyway. Shank insisted on a face-to-face meeting, and only felt safe doing it at Sully's. Huff needed a few shots of whiskey, and he probably had a death wish, anyway. Now, Huff took the shot the bartender poured in front of him and downed it. "Leave the bottle, Gant," he told him.
 
   As the liquor wormed its way toward his straining liver, Huff thought of family. How important it was. And he thought of the bastard who took his daughter. The little prick was a pot-head loser, his habit ironically supplied by Huff's own daily activities with Shank. But it wasn't his business where the drugs went. Using them was a personal decision, and he wasn't responsible for that. Huff knew about the likes of Jeremy Donovan. The Donovan kid had knocked up his daughter and then pushed her down the stairs. She had lost the baby be-cause of it. Ashleigh had denied it all-insisted it was an accident. Huff knew better. How could she have the gall to go live with the asshole? It was a slap in the face. It wasn't how family treated family. He'd make him pay for the loss of his only grandchild.
 
   He downed another shot and refilled the glass. What that Donovan boy needed was a good ass-kickin'.


 
   
  
 

~ 1~
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy Jane Spenser's eyes snapped open and the dream faded as the shrill pulsing of the alarm filled the room. She rolled over and smacked the snooze button. She had been awake twice already; looked at the clock and closed her eyes again. She looked at the clock because she had to look at it. She needed to know what time it was; she needed to get her bearings, do the math, calculate how long she'd been asleep. She recalled glancing at it when drifting to sleep, trying to memorize the numbers, so that she could do these calculations when she woke up. Let's see...four AM....I went to sleep—when? It was almost eleven the last time? Twelve? She hated to go to sleep when it was a time that ended in :57 or :59, because she tended to remember that part, and not the primary number—of what hour it was. Then she didn't know. It could be anywhere within three hours. She thought it was ten fifty-something, though. That means I've been asleep—longer than normal. At any rate, she had to get to work.
 
   The dark shades on her windows forced her to switch on the bedside lamp, to avoid an aggravating and painful toe-stubbing. She pushed out of the bed and headed for the bathroom to splash her face and get dressed, careful not to disturb Tony, who was grumbling about the alarm, and turning over to drift into oblivion, again. He was never troubled by the inability to go back to sleep. Tony could sleep anytime he wanted. He slept through movies, rainstorms, and blizzards. He slept after meals and after sex. She wished for that kind of mental tranquility. Her mind was constantly squeezed by stress and disturbing images that snaked in from the realities of her job. She might never develop the immunity she needed to be healthy. And she was afraid that if she did, it would mean she had lost her compassion. Compassion was the last thread that connected her to her own humanity.
 
   In front of the bathroom mirror, Amy washed the gathering of dregs at the corners of her eyes. She knew the medical term for it was Scurf, but she preferred to call it "sleepy dirt." Her 31 years had been kind to her skin. No crow's feet, yet. Her complexion remained clear, even throughout the stressors of her job.
 
   Twenty minutes later, she gathered her keys and smaller jump bag, kissed Tony's forehead, still struck with his resemblance to the younger Treat Williams—the dimpled chin and piercing eyes—and wished she could see those eyes before she left for work. Instead, she smoothed his hair, and turned out the lamp on her way out.
 
   At the door, she stepped into the cool Burlington morning feeling like the six hours sleep she had just had was more like two.
 
   The Main Street exit took her to Pine, and then onto Poplar Street, where the EMS station stood, attached to the back end of the fire station. She liked driving to work in the hours before dawn. Burlington was ensconced in a misleading aura of calm. Dedicated joggers could sometimes be seen, and the occasional teenager up to no good, but overall, it felt peaceful, and peace was something Amy cherished wherever it could be found.
 
   Entering the building, she was greeted by several other paramedics and EMT's, two of them on their way out the door, their shifts ended. The long hallway in the rear connected the EMS hub with the fire station where firefighters spent their workday.
 
   She slipped into the locker room and spun the combination lock quickly, clicking it open and releasing the metal door. As she placed her personal bag in the bottom of the locker, she looked at the photograph of she and Tony taped to the inside door. They looked so happy, standing there with skis in hand, bundled up against the weather, the pristine bleached snow behind them on the slopes. What was that? Two years ago? Had it been that long since they went skiing? That had been one of her favorite weekends. Roy had been the one behind the camera, and he had joined them in the lodge just after that with his newest girlfriend. Amy had liked her. Suzanne-something. Doctor Suzie. A pediatrician. Too bad that had not lasted. Doctor Suzie had gotten a great offer from a hospital in New Hampshire, and relocated. But the four of them had had a great deal of fun. There was the usual tension from Tony about how close Amy and Roy were, but Suzie seemed oblivious. Or perhaps Suzie was just more secure. Whatever the case, they had stimulating conversation, talked some shop and listened to the guy who played acoustic guitar and crooned lovely songs which they could all slow dance to by the glow of the fireplace. Amy had forgotten about work that weekend.
 
   She clipped a pen into her breast pocket, checked her hair in the small mirror and closed her locker, moving into the kitchen.
 
   Roy, her partner, offered a cup of coffee, and she sipped it gratefully, knowing that she was a serious enough morning java addict to grind the beans in her own mouth if she had to. She snagged a Krispy Kreme glazed donut, still certain that these treats had been accidentally dropped from some celestial plane where only the most heavenly tastes could reside. She savored the soft, cloying sweetness on her tongue and pulled out a chair.
 
   "You look like shit," Roy said.
 
   She readjusted the scrunchie holding her blond pony-tail. "Thanks. I haven't been sleeping well." 
 
   "Then you might as well be working." Roy Calabresi chuckled and returned to his newspaper, unaware of the debris around him. He had learned not to sweat the small stuff. At 35, he maintained a youthful exuberance that included weight lifting, skiing, scale modeling, and a weakness for teriyaki beef jerky.
 
   Amy snagged a paper towel from the center of the table and sat down. The kitchen area was a mess, with a sink full of dishes and open cereal boxes, snack cake wrappers and a plethora of food stains on the table. The medics never cleaned up after themselves, and Amy was getting weary of coming along behind them like a doting mother, but she was thankful she didn't have to deal with the mess from the firefighters as well. There must be something about the male gender that incited mess-making, Amy thought. Perhaps it was a chaos chromosome. Or testosterone. That was a big one. That one got them in trouble without fail on many fronts. Probably the testosterone. But they were all good guys. All of them willing to give to charity or raise money for the less fortunate. "Where's that charity box?"
 
   "I already took it down there."
 
   "I was going to do that after shift."
 
   Roy turned to the Sports page, taking the last bite of a Kruller. "Well, you did it last time, it was my turn. So. Done deal."
 
   "Thanks. What about the bus?"
 
   "The guys had a slow final two. They stocked it all. And it's even clean."
 
   "Will wonders never cease." Amy knew that missing medical supplies, and unprepared equipment could create a nightmare shift. It was a requirement of the job to keep the ambulance ready for a call at all times, but it was also a matter of practicality. If everything was on hand and stocked and available, there could be no blame on the medics if someone didn't get proper treatment, or even died because there wasn't enough epinephrine or full oxygen tanks.
 
   Three sips of coffee and a donut later, the dispatcher's nasally voice came over the speaker. "Ten-sixteen, with possible injuries, 409 South Williams. Police en route."
 
   There would be no time to enjoy Colombian Manna. Roy stuck a piece of jerky in his mouth, and several more in the plastic pocket protector and followed her out to the Unit. He hit the siren as they pulled out into the cool late-August morning.
 
   On the way there, Amy's thoughts naturally went back to the call three days ago to 409 South Williams.
 
   They had found the girl, Ashleigh Huff, at the bottom of the apartment stairs. Her fall had been doubly traumatic, since she was six months pregnant. There was some suspicion that her boyfriend, Jeremy Donovan, had been responsible for her fall—that it hadn't been an accident. But Ashleigh vehemently denied this to investigating officers. In the ambulance on the way to the hospital, Amy knew that Ashleigh was high. She warned her that the drug was dangerous for her baby, and Ashleigh said it didn't matter, now. She had been drug free for six months until that day. But it didn't matter, now, she kept saying. When Amy pressed her for information, concerned that the details might be important in order for the doctors to save the baby, the girl had confided that she had thrown herself down the stairs. She just kept talking until Amy had the full story, without a single additional inquiry. Amy had always been surprised by how willing people were to tell you their life story when you were there to save them from some traumatic injury. The girl obviously needed to tell someone, and the marijuana had helped loosen her tongue.
 
   Jeremy had seemed a willing and enthusiastic father-to-be, and was intensely interested in children. He often bought toys for neighbor kids and played with them on the small playground at the apartment complex. Ashleigh's understanding of his love for children was tainted, however, when she came home from work unexpectedly early one afternoon, and caught Jeremy masturbating to child pornography. Ashleigh had searched for a doctor who would perform an abortion, fearing to bring a child into that situation. When no doctor would perform the procedure, she resolved to end the pregnancy on her own. 
 
   Ashleigh was sure Jeremy had never acted on his unnatural desires, unlike her father, the girl confided. "Jeremy's really good to me," she added. "So if I have to wear my hair in pigtails and call him 'Daddy', I will. I'll be his little girl."
 
   It was more than she wanted to know, but the girl seemed oblivious. While Amy was still at the hospital filling out the call sheet, Ashleigh had lost the baby. Amy subsequently relayed to the investigative officers that she believed the fall had been an accident. What else could she do? Though the scenario made her feel ill, she was relieved that a child would not be born into the hands of a pedophile.
 
   Now, only a few days later, she and Roy were in the unit on their way to the same apartment; and she could only guess that something had erupted concerning this troubled relationship.
 
    
 
    
 
   Ashleigh knew it was him. His gruff, slurring baritone voice. His fat fist against the door. He'd be waking the neighbors, and they'd be calling the cops. She was still too weak from her trip to the emergency room three days ago, and didn't have the strength to deal with this. She stayed with Jeremy because it was easier than staying with Leonard Huff. Safer.
 
   Jeremy had offered Ashleigh a ride home from work seven months ago, and she had told him she didn't want to go back to her father's house. He suggested they go to his apartment and get high instead, and she agreed. It wasn't long before Ashleigh was spending the night at Jeremy's Southside apartment. The choice between a sweet guy who provided a good high, and a raving, nasty, controlling drunk, was an easy one.
 
   She didn't even call him 'Dad' anymore, but 'Leonard.' His all-nighters and recently, his affiliation with a group of bikers, was a pain in the ass; and although she had vivid memories of his hands on her when she was a little girl, he had stopped pursuing her for his need to touch innocence.
 
   This didn't stop his biker-buddies from crossing the line, though. At a nubile eighteen, she was now a young woman, and considered ripe for the picking. When one of the leather-clad animals came by the house and put his hands on her tits, she packed her stuff and went to Jeremy's. That's when she decided that Jeremy had his flaws, but at least he wasn't violent. He'd never hit her, even when she'd smoked the last of their weed. If she kept him smoking, she could pretty much do what she wanted. He didn't make much money as a night shift stocker at Handy's Grocery, but she didn't make much as a cashier there, either. She didn't really do without anything, and the rent was only $350 a month. A few days ago, Jeremy got extra pot from his dealer so they could make a little cash, because Ashleigh needed time off to recuperate from her fall down the stairs.
 
   With the pounding outside growing louder, she snatched the door open and Leonard Huff barreled in, headed straight for Jeremy, who was finishing the removal of marijuana seeds from the marred glass coffee table, sweeping them onto a metal serving tray and shoving it under the ratty Goodwill sofa.
 
   She put herself between the two men, hoping to prevent anything that might have cops snooping around. The last thing she needed was to go to jail for possession.
 
   Leonard Huff pushed her out of the way, and she fell into the glass top of the coffee table.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 2 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Roy peered in the window, and saw the boy hovering near the kitchen, saw the girl sitting on the chair with blood on her arm. With one last glance at the street, hoping to see the police cruiser, he knocked on the door. "EMS!" he called.
 
   Jeremy opened the door, and Roy stepped in first, carrying his jump bag fully stocked with an intubation roll, already assessing the damage to Jeremy's face. Amy came along behind him, trying not to look at Jeremy; all she could see now was him beating off to kiddie porn.
 
   Ashleigh was sitting on the chair across from Huff, still in a robe and on medication from her recent trip to the hospital. Now, she had one hand pressed to her bleeding elbow. Amy knew the girl would need sutures. Ashleigh looked up at her with a mixture of embarrassment and relief. Embarrassment, that the nice female paramedic she had poured her heart out to was coming to the rescue again; and relief, that somehow everything would be taken care of and some semblance of normalcy would return.
 
   Even before the staircase fall at the apartment a few days ago, Amy and Roy had been to the Huff house to patch up Mrs. Huff when Leonard directed his anger at her. Police had escorted her to the Battered Women's Shelter that night, and it was unclear whether or not she was still residing there.
 
   Perhaps it was why Leonard Huff was at the apartment now. His anger needed a target, and he couldn't get to his wife. He had pounded his beefy fist into the young man's face and made a real mess of the living room of their tiny apartment. He was at the end of a nasty binge, having burned up the fuel of whiskey, and was sitting on the sofa nearing a nap. Amy stepped over the fallen ashtray and remnants of potato chips dotting the floor, and sent up a prayer that he would not find any reserve tank in his body before they got the job done, or at least not until the cops arrived to stand sentry.
 
   The ashtray, along with two smoldering cigarettes, lay on the dirt-colored carpet, amid shards of glass. Amy picked them up and tossed them in the tray to be safe.
 
   Roy saw that Jeremy was lucky not to have a broken nose. He might get away with some butterfly bandages on the cut above his eye, but the rest of his injuries were the usual contusions when a fist contacts the skin. He had the young man sit at the kitchen table while he set to work on him.
 
   As the two medics donned surgical gloves to cleanse wounds and apply compresses, Huff muttered expletives and warned Jeremy that he was not even close to being finished with him. "She'll never be clean again," he said. "You made her dirty."
 
   "You're not worried about me, Leonard," Ashleigh hissed. "Look what you did to my arm!" She held up the lacerated elbow, causing Amy to drop the gauze roll and forcing her to gather it and start winding it around again.
 
   Huff lit a cigarette awkwardly and let it dangle precariously from his inebriated lips. "You brought that on yourself, little girl," he said around the cigarette. "You need to learn when to stay the hell outa the way." 
 
   Jeremy leaned away from Roy's cotton swab and snarled at Huff, "You're fuckin' going to jail."
 
   "Oh yeah? What for?"
 
   "Assault and battery. You're a sorry-ass excuse for a father. It's a good thing Ashleigh met me."
 
   "Wors' thing ever happened to her." The glowing ash fell off Huff's cigarette and landed on his blue shirt, stained with sweat and booze. A wet spot doused the cherry, making a sizzing sound. Amy was afraid he would burst into flames.
 
   "You're goin' to jail, you sorry piece a shit!"
 
   "Be still—" Roy reprimanded, pressing the last butterfly bandage on the boy's head, anxious for he and Amy to get out of there.
 
   "You're goin' to jail," Jeremy repeated.
 
   Amy wanted to scream, You belong in jail, too, you sick pedophile! She knew she'd have to bite her tongue until they finished the call. This situation had become too personalized to her, now that Ashleigh had spilled her guts. She didn't want that kind of investment in her patients. It was hard enough without that.
 
   Huff tried to push himself up, but rocked back, and had to scoot to the edge of the sofa before he could manage to stand. "I ain't goin' to jail if I ain't here when the cops get here—"
 
   "Sit down," Roy ordered him in his best authoritative tone.
 
   Huff paused, considering him, then staggered over. Roy got up to prepare for evasive action, when Huff took the cigarette from his mouth and threw it at Roy.
 
   Roy held up a warning finger. "Now you just behave yourself. You've caused enough trouble."
 
   "You ain't seen trouble yet, boy." Huff lurched forward and pushed Roy aside, reaching for Jeremy, who bear-crawled away, scattering the top-most contents of Roy's jump bag. Angry that the young man had scampered out of reach, Huff grabbed Roy again.
 
   Amy tapped on the big man's shoulder, and he turned around unsteadily. "Could you do me a favor, sir?"
 
   Frowning, he swayed slightly. "What?"
 
   "Your hand looks terrible. Could you go over to the sofa and sit down so I can take a look at it? It looks like it hurts."
 
   Still holding Roy's shirt at the shoulder, he looked at his free right hand. His knuckles were red. "Yeah. My hand needs some nursin'." He released Roy and went to the sofa, sitting and holding his hand out to her.
 
   Roy blinked rapidly like some cartoon character, and Amy tried not to smile. There was little she could do for the sore knuckles, but she made a production of wrapping gauze around them, hoping to stall long enough for their cop friends to arrive.
 
   Roy kept a close eye on Huff as he gathered the items that had been knocked out of his bag.
 
   Finally, the police arrived. Sergeant Kenneth Branch and his Rookie, Jimmy Tackett assessed the situation quickly. They were also familiar with this family and their various degrees of in-fighting.
 
   A glint of morning sunlight reflected off Branch's bald head. Before taking a razor to his hair after losing a bet, Kenneth Branch never fully appreciated the creative genius of eyebrows. They were crucial to keeping sweat out of the eyes, and in his line of work, vision was sometimes the only thing between you and a bullet. He even fancied the idea of God as a bald entity. A tall, muscular man with thick arms and legs, Branch was intimidating; a comfort to have around if you needed help, and a frightening presence if you were in trouble with the law.
 
   Tackett was short and boyish-looking, and ripe for a bullet from some street thug. Tackett's best chance for survival was to be partnered with Branch. The contrast of the two was almost comical. Like Batman and Robin. Not much older than Jeremy, Tackett was the mirror image of the young man cowering in the kitchen, with slight alterations based on the application of free will. Two young men who took different paths. It only takes one wrong turn to create that kind of polarity.
 
   "What can we do to help out, here, folks?" Branch asked.
 
   Huff was suddenly aware of where the new voice came from, and got up, knocking Amy back to her rump on the floor. He gestured angrily, the end of the gauze around his knuckles dangling in the air. "Don't nobody touch me, goddammit." He gestured at Ashleigh. "Come on over here, girl. I'm taking you home."
 
   "Now hang on—don't I know you? What's your name, sir?"
 
   The big man turned around, his comb-over flailing upright. "Name's Huff. I come to take my little girl home!"
 
   "I'm not goin' anywhere with you!" Ashleigh shouted.
 
   Jeremy moved over to Ashleigh in a show of support, and she moved away, almost imperceptibly.
 
   Branch met Ashleigh's eyes. "Is he here with your permission?"
 
   "Well I didn't know he was gonna try to kill Jeremy!"
 
   To Jeremy: "Do you intend to press charges?"
 
   "Hell yes."
 
   Tackett asked Ashleigh for her ID. He turned to Branch. "She's eighteen."
 
   Branch held up both his hands to Huff. "Now, Mr. Huff, your daughter is at the age of consent, so you can't force her to—"
 
   "I don' care what consent she is, she's comin' home!"
 
   The sergeant swiveled his right hip so that his firearm was out of the man's reach, and planted his feet as if he was about to perform a Jackie Chan movement. "Mr. Huff, let's do this the easy way, okay? Please turn around and put your hands behind your back."
 
   He shook his head. "Nope. I ain't goin'."
 
   "Sir, I'm not asking you. I'm telling you. Turn around and—"
 
   Huff swung an arm at Branch, but he leaned back and the blow missed. Branch snatched the wrist and twisted it behind Huff's back as he spun him, pushing him toward the sofa. Tackett was beside his partner and in a few swift seconds, they had his face in the cushions, and were handcuffing him.
 
   Officer Branch had just celebrated 10 years on the force; nine of them in New York, and had transferred to the Burlington P.D. to hedge his bets. He considered himself lucky: lucky to have lived. That luck was now bolstered by the low rate of violent crime in Vermont. Still, Branch was looking forward to his training as a Detective. He intended to spend the last ten years on the force wearing his own clothes, and sitting at a desk rather than in a squad car.
 
   "Am I under arrest?" Huff bellowed into the smelly foam.
 
   "Yes you are, sir. Drunk and disorderly, assault and battery, attempted assault of a police officer, for now. You have the right to remain silent-"
 
   "I ain't gonna be silent!" he shouted.
 
   Branch continued to Mirandize him as he and Tackett half-dragged, half-led him to the door, the drunk man's flailings managing to knock Amy off balance and onto her rump again.
 
   As Tackett returned with the forms for Jeremy and Ashleigh to fill out, Roy pulled off his surgical gloves and tossed them in a Ziploc bag for later disposal. Moving over to Amy, he looked down at his partner, who was still seated on the floor. He plucked a jerky strip from a pen protector in his breast pocket and popped the end in his mouth. "No sitting down on the job, Spenser," he cracked.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

~ 3 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   The Gold '77 Ford F-150 barreled down the tar drive, meeting the barren parking lot as the sun peeked over the horizon. Leonard Huff squinted into the painful claws of dawn, his head pounding, as he reached for the Styrofoam cup of coffee. He had purposely poured it from an almost empty pot at the Short Stop, so he'd be sure to get a large dose of caffeine. He parked in front of the shop, and gulped down the remainder of his greasy sausage biscuit. He had forgotten that today was his early day when he had to meet the truck. A night in the hard jail bunk had not made the task any easier. But his boss had made bail. All the more reason to be there to meet the truck.
 
   The warehouse docks were deserted. He lumbered up the ramp and unlocked the receiving room door. Florescent lights hummed to life, and Huff started more coffee in a pot stained by months of use without cleaning. The truck would be here soon, carrying its usual weekly load of petroleum jelly with drugs sequestered inside. The particular brand could be spotted in various homes of customers who bought from Shank. They would retrieve the prize inside, and then leave the jar unaccosted, like a box of cereal with toys for the kids. Only these weren't kids, and the prize wasn't plastic. He pretended it was only petroleum jelly in those jars. Pretended it was only temporary, until his luck changed and he could free himself from these men who crow-barred their way into a person's life and left him with scars and little to hope for.
 
   He envisioned Jeremy Donovan. The sniveling coward who also took something from him he'd never have again. The baby would be a few short months from birth, had that Donovan kid not sealed its fate with one careless shove down the stairs.
 
   Amid the susurrus gurgling of the coffeemaker, his mind wandered to the biker Shank, a disease-ridden carcass of a man, unfit for much other than loathing. He cursed the day he'd met the man; the one who set him up with this abhorrent occupation. Huff thought he'd left it all behind when his own wholesale mercantile was forced to close. He had supplied bulk items to local businesses and individuals who lived in rural areas like the Northeast Kingdom and had to stock their freezers for winter. It was a tiny business, but one that kept the bills paid and gave him a feeling of self-respect. When the Grocery Warehouse moved into the area, the competition was too much, and after much struggling, the bank finally foreclosed on Huff Wholesale Mercantile.
 
   Huff dreamed of taking sailing lessons, buying a sailboat and heading for Key West. But that was not to be. No Pina Coladas and ocean-view sunsets; he'd settled for the likes of cheap whiskey at Sully's and the company of decaying men with evil vices—the likes of Rum and Shank. Was this all there was? 
 
   The hissing of air brakes warned of the approaching truck, and Huff took a deep breath and stepped out onto the receiving platform.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Roy took a shortcut through the neighborhood, hoping to make it to the bank before it closed, so he could deposit his check. It was always tempting to use the siren for that, but he never did.
 
   A few miles short of the destination, they rounded a corner and Amy was lurched forward when Roy slammed on the brakes. In the middle of the street were the figures of a man and woman. The man was straddling the woman, and she had her hands up in defense as he continued to strike her. Roy slapped the gear in park and leapt out before Amy could process what was happening. She grabbed the mic and called it in, hoping the Boys in Blue would arrive quickly.
 
   Replacing the mic, she jumped out, and saw that Roy already had the man lying on the grass near the curb, one arm twisted behind his back and Roy's knee under it to hold him down. The man's slurred speech made it clear he was intoxicated.
 
   Amy went to the woman and helped her to the back of the ambulance, having her sit on a gurney as she checked her for injuries. "Thank you, thank you," the woman sobbed. "I think he was gonna kill me this time."
 
   Amy checked her vitals, cleaned and dressed her wounds, while asking her for medical history. The woman said her ex-husband was a deadbeat who wouldn't pay child support and always came over drunk, wanting to see his children. She was fearful for their safety, and would not let him in, and that's when he became enraged. She came outside to keep him from coming in the house where the children were.
 
   "Thank you so much for stopping. I saw about four cars go by and no one helped."
 
   "Well, I enjoy helping people, Mrs. Foster." Amy helped her back in the house. It was in disrepair, and the furnishings were obviously Salvation Army rejects, but the place was surprisingly tidy. Amy said hello to the five-year-old boy, who was crying but cuddling a younger child and an infant on the sofa in a protective gesture. Siblings. Amy wondered what it would have been like to have siblings.
 
   In a whisper, Mrs. Foster told Amy that she was barely getting by but would rather scrimp and save from her waitressing job, rather than beg her ex-husband for money. It wasn't an uncommon domestic situation, Amy knew.
 
   The five-year old boy moved over to Amy and touched her hand. "Is my Mommy okay?"
 
   Amy smiled and squatted down to eye level with him, touching his hair affectionately. "Hey, little man, don't you worry. I fixed her right up. She'll be fine. Your Mommy is very brave." The boy moved over to Mrs. Foster and hugged her leg.
 
   Innocents. Why did the innocents have to suffer for the sins of adults?  "If you ever need us, please call. The restraining order was a really wise decision, Mrs. Foster."
 
   "I should have done it before now, but—"
 
   "You don't have to explain. Just keep the doors locked and when he gets out of jail, don't open the door to him, just call 911, okay?"
 
   She nodded, a tear settling in the cut over her cheek-bone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 4 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   At the grocery, Amy pulled diapers off the shelf along with baby formula and dropped it in the basket with the food items. An attractive young man made eye contact with her near the cereal section, and pushed his basket toward hers, glancing down into her cache. He looked back up at her and away quickly, moving on past her.
 
   Amazing how quickly guys will change their minds about you when they see you buying diapers and formula, Amy thought.
 
   She pushed her cart toward the checkout.
 
   Minutes later, she parked at the curb, and carried the five handled plastic bags in each hand, to the front porch. Setting them down gently, she rang the bell and turned quickly to sprint back to her Yukon. Hiding in the front seat, she looked in her side mirror as Mrs. Foster came outside cautiously, saw the groceries and diapers, and peered around for the source. Her hand fluttered to her chest as she stared down at the bags, as if finding some light in a dark place, and began bringing them in.
 
   Amy smiled, felt tears welling in her own eyes, and started the engine, heading home for the evening.
 
    
 
    
 
   Tony's hand slid across the sheet and groped for her, but she wasn't there. Lifting his eyelids, he blinked, scanning the room. He had come in late from his business trip, and had been too tired to do much but crawl into bed with her. Clicking on the bedside lamp, he scratched his scalp, curly brown hair disheveled.
 
   "Not again," he grumbled.
 
   She wasn't in the bathroom, or the kitchen, nor the living room. No sign of her. With a measured amount of dread, he pulled on a sweatshirt, jeans and shoes, grabbed his keys and left the rental house they shared.
 
   Unlocking his car, he noticed her. She was sitting in the front seat of her Yukon, her head tossed back against the headrest. He peered into her window, rapping on it as he opened the door. She came awake suddenly, startled by the sound, the interior light accosting her eyes. "Amy."
 
   She looked around frantically. "What the hell?"
 
   "I'll give you three guesses and the first two don't count."
 
   Amy ran both hands through her blond tresses and checked to see if she was clothed. She was still in her pajamas.
 
   He helped her out, and followed her inside.
 
   Amy went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of water, swallowing it in gulps.
 
   "I felt the engine. It was warm." He held up a ring of keys. "Where did these come from? Did you make copies?"
 
   She glanced at him. "I don't remember making copies, no."
 
   "I know a sleep specialist at County. Let me make you an appointment." 
 
   "I don't have time. It'll go away. It did last time." She looked down at her dirty socks, and pulled them off, tossing them toward the louvered doors that concealed the washer and dryer.
 
   "Amy, I can't be worrying about you all the time." He kicked his shoes off and dropped the keys on the table.
 
   She drank more water. "It's not that big of a deal. I don't ever go far." 
 
   "Don't you realize how dangerous it is?"
 
   "Tony—come on. Let's just go back to bed."
 
   "You come home late, too tired to do anything, then you're up walking around in your sleep. What kind of life is that?"
 
   Amy sighed laboriously. "Tony, please. Can we just go back to bed?"
 
   Reluctantly, he followed her to the bedroom, experiencing that now-familiar sensation that this was a relationship withering on the vine.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Roy was not one to wither on a vine.
 
   Across town, Debby had agreed to come over after her evening shift at the Hotel. Roy paused at the large mirror by the entry to check his appearance. Good to go. The doorbell sounded again, impatiently, and he smiled, opening the door to show her in. She was wearing a thin V-neck sweater and form-fitting jeans. He could tell she had spent a great deal of time on her hair and make-up. "You look beautiful."
 
   She warmed to him immediately, stepping past to sweep her eyes around his apartment. He had not invited her here until now. After having dated her for several weeks without mentioning sexual activity at all, she would be drawn in by his décor and give herself over to him. But he would not push. It had to be her idea. Her reaction to his apartment was just as he expected, and as he fetched wine, she snooped a little.
 
   Roy's one bedroom apartment held the secret to his unfailing ability to quench his sexual appetite. While he never misrepresented himself, his interests or his intention, he knew that creating the proper atmosphere for a woman was crucial. If she was comfortable, he was comfortable. If there were to be any romantic interludes, it would be on his terms. The invitation to his apartment came after he decided if he was entertained, intrigued or impressed by the woman on an interpersonal level.
 
   In order to make a good impression, Roy had decorated his apartment with painstaking, deliberate intention, understanding that photos of women were a major faux pas for a bachelor. He also knew that it was a great psychological tool to place a large picture of his mother on the mantel. A guy who loved his mother was a real find. In fact, everything about his apartment screamed "I'm a catch," yet it didn't seem contrived precisely because it truthfully reflected who he was.
 
   In the living room, the leather sofa was a masculine shade of teal, with a coffee table that held a continuing education manual for paramedics, a book about archeology, a current Newsweek, and a men's self-improvement magazine. Thirst-Stone Coasters and a large three-wicked vanilla candle graced one side. The bookshelf was framed by the crawling vine of a Pothos plant, with its subliminal heart-shaped leaves, showing him to be responsible and aware of the need for life in the room. Topping it all off, was an impressive entertainment system and a large collection of eclectic music ranging from Jazz to Rock, and to one side, a Bowflex machine.
 
   The pristine bathroom held a stash of contact lens solution, feminine hygiene products and a new toothbrush, still in the box, just in case one of his female guests required them. Fluffy towels, automatic air freshener and a forest-pattern shower curtain, pulled back just enough to show oatmeal soap and a bottle of Paul Mitchell shampoo, completed the atmosphere.
 
   In the kitchen, deli meat and cheese stayed plentiful, along with pasta sauce and a selection of beverages; the moderately priced red wine served only in real goblets.
 
   An aquarium stood the focal point in the bedroom, framed by group photos of himself with friends and co-workers and enjoying sporting activities. Over the bed, Van Gogh's The Church at Auvers. The bed was covered by a padded green and black comforter with fluffy pillows.
 
   Smitten by the influence of his décor, she asked to see his bedroom only a few hours after her arrival. By the time they were in his bed, the light from the aquarium soothing and peaceful, she was anxious to please him. He was not ashamed of his need for sex, and he knew that friendship with his sexual partners was usually not an option. He could get female friendship from Amy.
 
   Now, ensconced in the soft jersey sheets, their bodies naked and pressed together, Roy watched her, preferring to make love face to face, for the experience of watching an orgasm pass through a woman's eyes. He felt it was one of the most beautiful things in the world. As he held Debby's hands down with his own, fingers entwined, and stroked slowly inside her, he thought about all the things they would do together before she left the next morning.
 
   Life was good.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Tony was asleep when Amy left for work the next day, so she called to check in, and had to wait for him to turn down the police scanner so he could hear her. She knew he kept the thing on while she was at work. It felt a bit invasive to her, knowing he could be listening to all her calls, but she knew he might just be trying to regain some security by monitoring her day.
 
   After Amy hung up, she played a game of chess with Roy, prying from him details of his first sexual liaison with Debby. He was characteristically tight-lipped, but did hint that the experience was highly pleasurable. Amy secretly respected his discretion. If she had been his last conquest, would she want him blabbing to a co-worker about it? Not a chance. So she didn't push too hard.
 
   As his castle moved in for the kill on her pawn, they relived an incident at a bar in South Burlington. They had been called there to treat a broken bottle stab wound, when patrons began to toss new beer bottles around, Roy had been clipped in the back of the head with one as they made their escape.
 
   "That's the sort of call when I stop being a paramedic, and start being an Olympic sprinter," Roy said, capturing her pawn. "I'm glad the cops were there to shut it down."
 
   Amy deftly took his knight and smiled. "I think we should get hazard pay." He moved his castle. She moved her bishop. "Check."
 
   "Your King needs hazard pay." Roy slid his Queen across the board smoothly. "Checkmate."
 
   Amy frowned down at the board, realizing she was once again caught off-guard by Roy's chess-playing prowess. "Shit."
 
   While they waited for the next call, Amy moved to the sofa and pulled out her thick spiral notebook and began to write. Almost an hour passed before she tore the pages out and folded them into an envelope, addressing it to P.O. Box 1030. She read several chapters of a Dean Koontz novel, and had a bit too much pecan pie. Roy ate enough beef jerky to make his stomach bloat. She was threatening to stick pins in him when the dispatcher graced them with her nasal oration. An elderly man had escaped from a nursing home and played dodge-the-fenders in lunch-time traffic. He was unsuccessful at dodging one of them, and had suffered a concussion and a cracked hip and elbow.
 
   At the scene, Roy hooked him up to the heart monitor, Amy secured him to the backboard, and they were soon whirring away to the E.R. at Fletcher Allen. The old man, meantime, ranted some indecipherable nonsense about how the nursing home fed him chicken toes for lunch.
 
   "Maybe they were just chicken tenders, but you know how they sometimes are shaped like chicken toes," Roy offered.
 
   "Maybe. Or maybe they really were chicken toes. Those places do like to cut corners."
 
   He glanced over at her as if half-believing. "Let's get rollin'."
 
   Amy began to bob her head, and sang, "Rollin'   ...Rollin...rollin' on the river..."
 
   Roy joined in, "Left a good job in the city—"
 
   In unison, they sang "...Workin' for the man every night and day, but I never lost one minute of sleepin', worryin' 'bout the way things might have been..."
 
   On the way back to the bay, they stopped at a tiny bookshop to browse and have a cup of coffee. Another call had them hurrying out, thanking the bookshop owner with a wave and sequestering their fresh cappuccino in the console between them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Roy replaced the radio mic on the dash of the ambulance, repeating the information for dramatic effect. "Mrs. Huff. Hysterical. Saying someone is hurt at the Huff house—what a surprise."
 
   Amy made a derisive sound. "Mr. Huff is probably newly free on bail from his assault on the Donovan kid, and will be effectively drowning his liver again."
 
   "And Mrs. Huff will be hunkered in a corner, bruised and bleeding and in the next breath, pleading with the officers not to take her husband back to jail," Roy added.
 
   "Yep. The ad nauseum replay of domestic drama."
 
   They pulled up to the curb, gathered their accoutrements and started up the walk, and onto the porch. Roy leaned over to peer in the window, swiping at a cobweb. He heard no movement, and shaded his eyes against the glass, seeing nothing but tin foil.
 
   "Can't see anything. Foil on the window."
 
   Amy checked the street for a squad car. "Dispatcher said someone was hurt. Where's Mrs. Huff?"
 
   "Not sure." Roy knocked firmly on the door. "EMS!" The door was unlatched and had moved open a crack. "I don't like this—" He stepped back and looked at Amy.
 
   They weighed options. Tires slid to a halt next to the curb. Blue lights flashed across the cop's faces as Sergeant Branch and Officer Tackett stepped out of the cruiser.
 
   "What's the story?" Branch asked, placing his night-stick in the ring at his belt.
 
   "Don't know," Roy admitted. "Someone's supposed to be hurt in there, but there's tin foil on the windows." He pointed. "Door's open."
 
   Branch motioned Roy aside and rapped on the door. "Police! We're coming in!"
 
   They waited in silence for a few beats.
 
   Branch placed a palm on the peeling paint and grime, and pushed the door wide, one hand on the grip of his gun, still holstered. "Mrs. Huff?" he called. After getting no response, he reached in to flip on the light, but it didn't work. He freed his weapon from the leather and the Maglight from his belt, holding the flashlight above his shoulder, the nine-millimeter directed at the floor as he moved inside. Tackett followed him in the same manner, and warned Amy and Roy to wait outside.
 
   As Branch's eyes dilated to accommodate the dimness of the room, he swept his light around for the presence of anyone, and then paused on specific objects. The beam fell on the fake mantel, which held framed photos of Ashleigh as a little girl, Mr. and Mrs. Huff in younger days, before harsh realities had set in. There were no recent photos, Branch noticed.
 
   Slinking forward, his foot crunched on a stray potato chip. Bare spots insulted the carpet from years of treading in and out. Newspapers littered the floor, clipboards from the warehouse crowded the coffee table and couch. Over the small bar separating the living room from the kitchen, a visible sink full of dishes, rimmed with a platoon of marching Soldier ants; empty frozen dinner plates on the table, and a full trash can, alive with the scurrying of roach feet.
 
   Branch had seen worse in his 10 years on the force, primarily in The Big Apple, but he never got used to the smell. The room reeked of alcohol, vomit, and urine, mixed with rotting meat, old cheese, and the fermenting of spilled beer. He felt that familiar bristling at his neck. Something isn't right, here. He raised his pistol and continued through the living room toward the kitchen.
 
   Behind him, Tackett passed the arm of the green sofa, and felt himself making a quick trip to the floor, his flashlight spinning in a strobing circle of the room, his weapon raised in both hands fearfully.
 
   Branch's light beam whipped around. "Tackett?" He saw the rookie there, eyes bulging, his gun trained on the back of the sofa.
 
   "Dude!" Tackett breathed in alarm.
 
   Dirty socked feet, bound close together. Moving the light upward, Branch grimaced. "Holy God." 
 
   They hadn't found Mrs. Huff. What they did find was Mr. Fist-Happy on the floor behind the sofa, his large body completely wrapped in cellophane.
 
   Branch kicked at the socked feet, testing for responsiveness. Signaling Tackett to stay put, Branch whirled back toward the hallway, and checked the rest of the house.
 
   Officer Tackett stood by the sofa, flashlight and pistol still trained on the form, looking down numbly as Branch returned, holstering his weapon. The big cop placed a hand atop Tackett's nine-millimeter, encouraging him to lower the weapon and relax, then looked through the front doorway and waved the medics in.
 
   In his years of experience, Roy had learned to ignore the condition of people's property in favor of more important concerns; like, where potential threats might be located. All he noticed this time was the pale and shaken expression on Tackett's face. He followed the rookie's eyes to the floor behind the sofa. Inside the cellophane cocoon, Huff had asphyxiated on his own bile.
 
   "I need a pronouncement," Branch said, flicking at a wall switch that finally illuminated the room.
 
   Roy set his jump bag down to pull on a surgical glove, noticing no fogging of breath on the inside of the plastic near Huff's mouth and nose. He bent to place two fingers at Huff's neck through the cellophane. He placed the prongs of the stethoscope in his ears and pressed the chestpiece under the plastic, listening. He straightened, shaking his head at Branch. "He's dead." 
 
   Branch squatted, and studied the body. Visible beneath the plastic, were multiple contusions. "Jesus." It was the first known murder of the year. Burlington was surprisingly free of homicides; there had only been three in the past five years, all attributed to drug trafficking. He was immediately intrigued by the circumstances and again renewed his interest in the investigative side of police work. He wished that the Captain had already approved his request for lateral transfer to the detective division.
 
   Amy moved up behind Roy and her eyes fell on the human cocoon. She took a step back and closed her eyes, willing away the olfactory connection between scent and memory—her mother's late-night vigils in front of the Home Shopping Network, with a bottle of Vodka and a burgeoning ashtray. The stench of her clothing, the misaligned buttons of her housecoat. Amy had removed and carried her stained housecoat to the washer more times than she cared to admit, knowing Rachel Spenser would be more depressed the next morning when she found it unavailable. She had her mother sleep wherever she landed, blissfully unaware of Amy's presence, or the presence of good judgment.
 
   But this was different. This man, this beefy batterer, had been killed. Murdered. And everyone in the room was thinking the same thing: The wife finally had all she could take.
 
   Amy released the breath she was holding, and on the next intake, she noticed something else. Urine. He smelled of urine, too. 
 
   "It's on the outside," Branch offered, seeing her crinkling her nose. "The perp pissed on the poor slob. Pissed on him. Can you believe that?"
 
   Amy turned on a heel and was outside as quickly as she could move. The Krispy Kreme donut and a few swallows of coffee released itself from her stomach into the dying hydrangea bushes tangled at the front porch.
 
   "You okay?" Roy placed a hand on her back.
 
   "Yeah. Sorry."
 
   He rubbed both hands over his boyish face. "It's pretty rank in there. I had to come outside, too."
 
   She pressed the back of her hand to her lips. "God. What kind of sicko would do that?"
 
   "Quite a few kinds of sicko." He pulled a stick of gum from his yellow Duty Vest and unwrapped it, folding it into his mouth. "We might as well stay out here until they get the scene secured. Forensics will just herd us out here anyway. They might want to question us. Unless, of course, we get another call before then."
 
   "I don't know if I can handle another call like this."
 
   He handed her a pair of pepto tablets. "You know how it is. This stuff doesn't happen that often."
 
   She sat on the front steps of the house and chewed the pink tablets, letting the cool Vermont air soothe her gag reflex.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 5 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   The coroner was charged with removing the body, and the two medics were relieved to be back in the Unit, on their way down the street. They had to slow down for the usual gathering gawkers, drawn to the old Craftsman-style house by the presence of TV camera crews and clucking reporters eager to have the scoop.
 
   Second call was a man complaining of chest pains. Not just any man, but a man they had been summoned to help on numerous occasions. Inevitably, when they arrived, the man started to feel better, had normal heart sounds, and kept trying to offer them a beer. His ailment was loneliness, and he rather liked the idea that he could punch in three digits on his phone and get an instant visit from two people who were concerned for his welfare. They always refused the beer and always left shaking their heads. Sad that someone could be so desperately lonely, and frustrated that their time had been commandeered by a non-emergency call. So it was without much enthusiasm that they pulled up to his apartment building and carried their accouterments inside.
 
   Instead of being met at the door by the lonely gentleman, the apartment was quiet, but they still hoped for the best, since he had obligingly left the door unlocked for them to enter.
 
   They found him in his easy chair, a spilled beer on the floor beside him, the TV blaring an episode of The Rosie O'Donnell Show. And he was blue.
 
   A quick assessment revealed only a faint, erratic pulse. They repositioned him on the floor and began administering medications and CPR, anxious to gain some stabilization before transport. When the heart monitor gave them sinus rhythm, they quickly transferred him to the gurney and hurried him out to the unit. Amy drove as Roy continued to fight for that ounce of life that was still in the man. When they arrived at the E.R., they changed places, as Amy rode astride the man on the gurney, pumping his chest as Roy pushed them into Exam One.
 
   "Male, approximately 65, history of chest pain," Roy was telling the E.R personnel following the gurney. "presented unresponsive upon arrival at the scene, with AMI..."
 
   As they got him into the room and the nurses and doctors descended on the man with practiced precision, Amy climbed off the gurney. "Gave him three Epi's and two atropine—"
 
   Amid the medical ballet that greeted them each time they brought someone in, Amy marveled, still. Everyone knew what to do, and did it. They were in control. She hoped this kind of skill would save him. She wanted the man to live. She liked him. The man who cried wolf and then offered them beer. No beer this time, except for the one he dropped on the floor when he finally had a chest pain that meant something. Maybe they all meant something. She reminded herself again that you could never assume things would be the same.
 
   The doctor was shocking him, now, resetting the machine higher and shocking him again, without much success in stabilizing his heart rhythm. Then he flatlined, and the manual chest compressions began again, along with another injection directly into the heart muscle, but the droning monotone of the heart monitor filled the room with its maddening finality.
 
   Amy turned and pushed through the double doors of Exam One, dodging an orderly in a hurry, and moved through the automatic doors to the ambulance bay. She took a deep breath of outside air. She didn't want to look at the doctor when he pronounced time of death, nor the too-busy relative who would be arriving any moment now to news that a loved one had died. That's when they would realize that they should have been there for him. And that's when the guilt and grief would set in. As much as she wanted to own the victories, it would mean owning the losses. And she didn't want to own the losses.
 
   Roy joined her outside. "He never had a chance," he said quietly. "You did a good job, though." He squeezed her shoulder and they took the ramp down to the unit.
 
   Thankfully, the rest of their 24-hour shift was peppered with more common fare. They conveyed a nursing home resident to Geriatrics, unclogged an old man's feeding tube, splinted a Colles Fracture on a skateboarder who wanted to ride railings, transported a scheduled MRI patient, and bandaged up a kid who crashed his kayak after he tried to ride it off his roof.
 
   Back at base, the calls mysteriously stopped. It happened that way sometimes. A glut of calls, and then nothing. They both joined the firefighters in two different meals with varying degrees of palatability. Amy wondered if they cooked badly on purpose, so she'd do it even more than she did. They checked off the ambulance, making sure there was enough oxygen, calibrated the glucose meter, and tested the cardiac monitor. The next five hours were downtime, and Amy tried to sleep. Each time she closed her eyes, though, she saw the man in cellophane, imagined his discomfort and what it must have felt like to suffocate in plastic. His propensity for violence aside, she hoped he was too drunk to be aware of most of it.
 
   Activity picked back up two hours before end of shift, with largely transport calls, blocked feeding tubes or bed-bound senior citizens and a fender bender with non-critical injuries.
 
   When the shift was over, Amy decided to spend her two days off sleeping or relaxing with Tony; if that was possible, considering the recent tension between them. Although they both worked in the medical field, Tony preferred to be behind the scenes. As a transplant coordinator for local hospitals, he felt safer pushing paper, rather than hypodermic needles. He insisted Amy be checked for hepatitis regularly, and often seemed leery of her, as if afraid she was the carrier of some dread disease. He had become a bit obsessive about it. But she had always wanted to be a paramedic; always, since that day when she was 14, and her mother told her that her father, Charles Guthrie Spenser, had died in Vietnam because there was no medic to save him. And more so 11 years later, when she could do nothing to pull her own mother back from death at her own hand. Being a medic was her calling.
 
   But Tony didn't seem all that thrilled to be alone with her these days. She knew that his questions about how her shift went were geared more toward gauging the danger she had been in, than toward informative repartee. She had long since omitted the stories about dangerous calls. Although, she knew he would hear about Mr. Huff on the news, so she had to tell him about that. She tried to alleviate his tension with a trip behind his zipper, but he had trouble keeping an erection, and asked her to stop.
 
   During her 48-hour break, she only slept soundly after Tony gave her a massage the first night—likely a guilty response to his inability to perform sexually. She fell asleep in his arms watching one of those late-night episodes of Matlock, and dreamed she was on her father's motorcycle, her hair whipped by the Easterly breeze off Lake Champlain.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day Amy made a lone excursion to the Breakwater Café and Grill, on the King Street Ferry Dock, for, as the marquee announced, 'the comic relief and musical genius of Lisa McCormick', a local singer-songwriter. Tony had begged off, citing a need to visit his aging mother. Amy drank V-8 juice and munched on nachos, keeping an eye out for choking victims. She didn't want a repeat of the last time she'd been there. Some fifty-something guy with a voracious appetite had sucked a chunk of chicken down his windpipe and she had to Heimlich him in front of God and everybody.
 
   She did enjoy the warm greeting she received this time, though. Employees remembered the incident vividly, and it was likely the topic of conversation at dinner tables when they went home that night. For her it was as routine as brushing her teeth.
 
   When Lisa McCormick's show ended, Amy's spirits were lifted somewhat, and she found a semi-private spot on the dock to write in her journal; long, detailed passages about her workday, her insomnia, her dreams, and her sensation that Tony was pulling away.
 
   On the way home, she placed the passages in a prepared and stamped envelope addressed to P.O. Box 1030, and dropped the envelope in a blue box on the corner. It was a ritual she had begun after the death of her mother. She had put the old house up for sale, and packed up her mother's belongings for storage. Shortly after starting school with becoming a paramedic as her goal, she received a renewal notice from the rural post office. The family mailbox. On a whim, she decided to write letters—journal entries—and mail them to that box. She recognized the oddity of her action, but it made her feel better to tell her parents about her life each day. It was worth the box fee.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Fuzzy Antler Motor Inn was a mom and pop place at the better end of Prospect Street. The owner was a Japanese Immigrant named Koji Shimada, but they all called him "Shim" for short. Shim was a Frequent Flyer with the Burlington EMS—only because he had a son who got overly involved with the drug community, and was forever in trouble, either physically or medically. Shim called every time Kenji O.D.'d, and most of the time, the kid had just fallen into a heroin-induced stupor. So it was sometimes difficult to maintain careful allegiance to medical etiquette. The boy who cried wolf. Or his father. But the medics liked Shim, and always came to the rescue.
 
   This time, the boy was practically comatose.
 
   Beside the Dumpster behind the hotel, Amy placed her jump bag down next to the wan, thin nineteen year old and pulled on gloves before checking his carotid pulse. Faint. "What did he take, Shim? The usual?" She saw the belt hanging loose around his arm, the syringe on the ground next to the boy. His father had pulled it out when he found him while taking out the trash.
 
   "Yes. Yes. I find him here and he not breeving good. I sorry to caw, but I worry, you unnerstan?" Shim was holding his palms together in a gesture of prayer, as they checked the boy.
 
   "You did the right thing, Shim." Amy wiped the vomit from the corner of Kenji's mouth, and pulled out the MAD syringe—a Mucosal Atomization Device—and sprayed 100 milligrams of Naltrexone into Kenji's nose, while Roy checked his blood pressure, prepared the oxygen mask, and the heart monitor. Within a few minutes, they had placed him on a gurney and wheeled him around and across the parking lot to the unit.
 
   Roy got into the back with the boy. "Another quick gastric lavage, and he'll be back on the needle," he said.
 
   Amy waved at Shim, who was already fumbling with his car keys as he made his way out to his Nissan to follow them in to the Fletcher E.R.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Another two day's respite from her medic duties again found Amy alone, as Tony had to go out of town on business. There was some mix-up with a liver in Brattleboro, and he had to go down there and straighten it out. After her daily journal entry, and obligatory mailing to the P.O. Box, she went to the storage unit to drop off a box of Summer clothes. While there, she again gave in to the temptation to sit on the bike. The old scooter had belonged to her father, and Amy remembered her mother speaking so fondly of the times when she would climb on behind him and they would speed away down the Burlington back roads, laughing and enjoying the sunshine. Amy pulled on the Bell helmet, circa 1960's, with the snap on bill, its white surface scratched and smudged by use and age. Astride the bike, she imagined herself whizzing down a blacktop road, holding tight to her father's waist, trying to imagine what it would feel like—conjuring the scent of that aftershave in the old bottle her mom kept on her dressing table all these years. The label had been worn off, and Amy couldn't recall the name of it, but her mother had told her it belonged to her father. Amy closed her eyes and breathed it in, clenching the handle grips of the bike.
 
   This is crazy. Amy grinned wistfully at herself and removed the helmet, replacing it on the seat of the motorcycle.
 
   When she got back home, the phone was ringing. It was Roy, inviting her over for lunch.
 
   Amy felt comfortable at Roy's apartment. There was something about it she couldn't quite put her finger on. She suspected it had to do with Roy's awareness of what females liked. He served them turkey on sourdough bread, complete with chips and a pickle. They shared popcorn and an evening of watching Animal Planet until Amy's eyes grew heavy. Roy had her lie down with her head in his lap, and he gave her a scalp massage.
 
   He understood their relationship and didn't try to make it something else. He was the only man she had ever been able to lie down with, and not worry that it would develop into something sexual. In fact, many times, they had cuddled up on his sofa and watched TV or a movie, and fallen asleep holding each other. She often felt sad that she had no romantic feelings for Roy—he would be a good catch.
 
   She was vaguely aware that he got up to go to the bathroom, and she saw that there was a program on about emergency vets. She thought sleepily that what they did was not far from what she and Roy did. She drifted again, and woke when he returned to cuddle up behind her. His arms felt safe.
 
   Roy often forgot to lock his door. Perhaps it would have remained another pleasant memory of her time with him, had he remembered this one night.
 
   Amy was brought out of her slumber abruptly, an image of surfacing from beneath an ocean wave present in her mind. Her heart was pounding. Water.
 
   Confused, she looked up and saw Debby standing over them holding an empty pitcher. Roy was upright next to Amy, also shocked awake by the sudden dousing.
 
   "Debby? What the hell are you doing—?"
 
   "That's my question!" she hissed. "What the hell are you doing?" She glared at Amy and then back at Roy.
 
   Roy looked over at Amy, who was smoothing wet tendrils of hair from her forehead, looking sleepy and disoriented. His eyes went back to Debby, and then he understood. "Now wait just a minute, Debby."
 
   "Please don't say 'this isn't what it looks like'. I think I'll break this pitcher over your head." Her grip tightened on the handle ominously.
 
   "Amy and I are best friends. We work together. Please don't assume that I'm like other guys you've known."
 
   Amy cleared her throat. "Debby—listen. I know it's not common, but Roy and I are platonic. We cuddle. We're close. But it's simply not sexual."
 
   "You think I'm an idiot?" she shrieked.
 
   "If you jump to conclusions right now without listening, and then lose the best guy you'll ever find—then yes. You're an idiot."
 
   Debby lifted the pitcher high in the air, taking aim. Roy jumped up and deflected, taking it away from her. "Stop it, Debby."
 
   She spun and headed for the door. "You are just like all the rest. As soon as you get a girl in bed, that's all that matters."
 
   "Debby." He said her name as if he was an authority figure, rather than a boyfriend.
 
   She turned to face him.
 
   "I'm not going to explain anything. You've made up your mind. I know I've done nothing wrong." He crossed to the door and opened it for her. "If you don't know that, then perhaps it's best if you leave. I won't apologize for having a friendship with another woman. If you're too insecure for that, then I have no interest in seeing you. Goodnight."
 
   She stared at him, absorbing the import of his words, but struggling with a deep-seated belief system that told her men would say anything to get out of an uncomfortable situation. They could not be trusted. She warned herself not to be foolish this time. Without a word, she stepped through the door, and heard it close behind her.
 
   "Roy," Amy was there, hugging him, ignoring her sodden shirt. "God, I'm so sorry—"
 
   "You have nothing to apologize for. I meant what I said. I don't want to be with a woman who is threatened by friendship, simply because it's with another woman." He hugged her. "I've lost nothing." He pulled back, glancing down at his now-sodden shirt, smiling, and kissed her damp forehead.
 
   "Damn, I wish I could fall in love with you."
 
   He laughed. "What? Why?"
 
   She hugged him again. "Because you're perfect."
 
   When she awoke again, she was lying on the floor just inside the entry to Roy's apartment, the front door wide open, her keys still in her hand. The sleepwalking was now emerging as a recurring pattern, but she hoped it would just go away, as it had before. Pushing herself off the floor, she saw that he was still asleep on the couch, a void space in front of him where she had been—how long ago?  She picked her watch up off the coffee table. Almost eight in the morning.
 
   Amy went to his kitchen and started coffee. They had planned to go to the Whistle Stop Flea Market in Fairlee today. He was always interested in some quaint piece of junk that might be worth reselling. And she enjoyed getting out and being around people who were enjoying themselves.
 
    
 
    
 
   Amid cranky toddlers and tables strewn with used napkins, they sat with their Slushies.
 
   "But what did she say?"
 
   Roy had just returned from a corner of the pavilion where he had answered a call from Debby on his cell phone. He was spinning the phone around on the table gently by its antenna. "She said she couldn't compete with you."
 
   "Who said it was a competition?" Amy sipped her drink and fluffed the sweat from her hair, wiping the moisture on her walking shorts. When Roy told Debby he was at a jaunt to the flea market with Amy, the young woman had begun a barrage of questions that ended in a snit. She had become distant, again. "I don't get it," Roy complained. "It's not like you and I are sleeping together." 
 
   "Well, actually, she did catch us sleeping together, if you want to be technical about it." 
 
   He took a big drink of his icy treat and pinched at his nose to quell the headache. "Yes. Yes. You're cute and witty."
 
   "Seriously, Roy. She just hasn't had any experience with males and females being friends. Neither had I, until I met you. Maybe you should omit mentioning me to your dates." Amy thought about how she'd like to date a guy like Roy, if only she thought of him in a romantic way. She loved Tony, but he could be so stuffy. She always had fun with Roy, even when she was bummed out by tragic calls all week long. Lately, she felt herself growing more and more depressed by the suffering around them. And Tony was pulling away, having difficulty with the intimacy they usually shared. So her time with Roy was not only helpful but somehow necessary.
 
   She had an image of Tony, pushing his papers, coordinating the organ donations in Brattleboro. She wished she could have the ease of conversation with him that she had developed with Roy. But alas, the guys who make the best lovers, usually make the worst friends; and vice versa. She wondered why she'd never developed more than a platonic connection to Roy. She was pretty sure he'd never been attracted to her in that way, either, although she was certain sex had crossed his mind. Men couldn't help themselves. She had read somewhere that men think about sex every eight seconds. Maybe when he was with her, he simply thought of sex with someone else. He had never made a pass at her; never crossed that line that would have jeopardized their working relationship, their friendship. A small part of her felt insecure that he didn't find her attractive, but she always sent that train of thought packing.
 
   When their Slushies were gone, they hit the other side of the market. At one vendor's booth, Roy picked out an antique shoehorn, sure that it would be worth something later, and wishing the Antiques Road Show would come to town so he could prove it.
 
   On the way out to the parking lot, Amy suggested Roy give the shoehorn to Debby, so she could pry her head out of her ass.
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   Labor Day had its usual share of fender-benders, accidents and general holiday mayhem. Roy and Amy wound up working a 48-hour shift with very little rest.
 
   A combative patient from a bar fight, who would not cooperate when Amy tried to treat him on the way to the E.R., was too drunk to understand that she was trying to help him, and too angry to care. She wanted to just say Fine, just lay there and suffer, but could not. She had a responsibility to do her best even when it was difficult. She did strap him down as tightly as she could, and hoped that the E.R. docs would be able to control him once they got there.
 
   Then there was a hit and run on a child whose mother could not ride in the ambulance because she was suffering from claustrophobia. The child screamed for her Mommy, and the woman cried and wrung her hands, but kept moving backward toward her house. Roy had to cajole her and finally just told the woman that her child's fear and need for her was more important than her phobia. The woman finally got into the ambulance and held her daughter's hand, bravely combating the incredible anxiety of the enclosed space.
 
   And there was the guy with scalp and face lacerations from the panic-stricken cat that had been trapped in a tree. The man climbed up to help, was attacked, much like Amy had been by the drunk man in the back of the ambulance, and promptly lost his grip and fell out of the tree, breaking an ankle. Roy thought it was a shame they didn't have that cat available for the combative drunk in the ambulance.
 
   There were more calls, and it was the busiest holiday Amy could ever remember working.
 
   For Roy, it was rather like playing a sport while injured—it wasn't pleasant but it could make him more focused. For Amy, the fatigue and stress chipped away at her concentration and threatened her presence of mind. The romantic part of being a paramedic had lasted only into her first month; long enough to be privy to the underside of days spent saving and losing lives. The worst part was dealing with the grief of loved ones who thought paramedics held some magic; some secret way of maintaining life, when life was sometimes out of their hands.
 
   Amy carried shards of the grief with her like splinters under her fingernails. She had long ago given up on extricating the grief splinters, but accepted that they would be part of her, unless she could somehow find a way to keep them from embedding in the first place. She was often envious of Roy's ability to deflect those splinters. It was like he was made of metal—nothing could penetrate. Yet, beneath the slick, non-porous covering, she knew he harbored a heart full of love, a compassion weathered but still strong, and a capacity for understanding that did not define the usual male. She glanced over at him, as he checked the rearview mirror and flipped on the siren for their approach, reminding herself to ask him how he managed to become the person he was.
 
   On the shoulder of a section of US-7, Roy slowed for the accident and she stepped out of the ambulance before he had a chance to put the vehicle in park next to another EMS unit, the cool early-September rain pelting her as she focused on helping the victims.
 
   Surveying the scene, she saw the steam spewing from the radiator of the Chevy, a mangled motorcycle, and the tiny pieces of metal and plastic that usually spray across the roadway when large projectile objects are brought to a sudden halt. Another medic bent over the small form on the grass by the median. Drivers crept past the scene, forever horrified and curious about this mystery of death—how tragedy could affect everyone else but them—and then the cars would gain speed and their drivers would head back into their lives, at least a little relieved that death had not been visited on them or someone they knew.
 
   There were four victims. Two of them, children. Roy had already begun working on the little girl that lay in the median, her three-year-old face hardly discernible amid gaping wounds and blood, diluted by the rain into a macabre pink. Not the sort of pink that should ever be associated with baby girls, Amy thought. Roy was shaking his head and giving her that look that meant there was little to hope for.
 
   The other medic shouted for help with the little boy, the girl's twin, who lay a few yards away. Roy looked up at Amy.
 
   "I got it," she said, her quick intake of breath making her choke on the rain that swept into her mouth. On her knees, now, Amy took over for the medic while he ran to the unit. She checked the child's carotid pulse, which revealed stillness, and she swallowed the nausea rising from her belly. She administered CPR for a few moments, fingers pumping the tiny chest, forcing short breaths of air into the toddler's nose and mouth, before admitting that she could do nothing to bring the little boy back. Tears rose in her eyes, and spilled down her cheeks, lost as they mixed with raindrops.
 
   An automaton, she moved to where her partner and the other medic worked on the girl, understanding by their body language that they were likely to lose this battle as well. Both children had gone through the windshield. Between two-fingered chest compressions, Roy said, "The father's dead. The guy on the bike is history, too."
 
   Amy scanned the blacktop, saw more clearly the mangled metal of the Harley in the grass, raindrops pinging off its crumpled fender, and the bloody, contorted body draped with a sheet 50 yards away. All she could see were the heavy Mega-Conductor boots protruding from under the white material, one foot cocked oddly to the side. It looked, absurdly, like his boots were on the wrong feet. Something in her wanted to laugh, and she recognized the sliver of feeling as stress-induced. That peculiar place between control and hysteria. Focus. Focus. Focus. She chanted. Pull yourself together.
 
   Amy closed her eyes and willed herself not to cry. Reality was a thing to be questioned. Acceptance was a thing to be embraced; but as a paramedic, she had been building up to this.
 
   She'd seen the abject terror on a child's face as firemen pried open the doors of a car, to get to his parents, whose fate had already been sealed. She'd watched the light go out in the eyes of a teenage boy who simply could not grasp how a few beers could end his life. She had stepped over the severed arm of a driver who sat screaming, pinned in his sports car, still holding his cell phone with his other hand, and bleeding to death. She'd walked in on a man bludgeoned and wrapped in cellophane and covered in urine, his final moments tainted by an act of pure loathing; and then the final insult to the sanctity of life: those two twin darlings, lying broken and bloody on the ground, victims of their father's carelessness.
 
   She stood and took in the Chevy yards away. Moving toward the car, her long frosted hair was flat against her head with the weight of the rain. She wanted to see him. What did a child-murderer look like?
 
   The top of his head was visible through the shattered windshield as she came closer. She stopped by the driver's window to study him. The now-flaccid airbag covered the steering wheel, the man's bloody forehead-print in the center of the parachute-like material. He was leaning back against the seat, his head lolled to one side. The blood from the side of his head made a crimson trail on the white of the deflated airbag. Nondescript, really. Average. Yet this average man still had the power to kill. No restraint on the children. Ironically, he had gotten in the car with his kids, and put on his own seat belt, but ignored the same conventional wisdom by belting the twins. He had been too concerned with his own thoughts or his own ego to make the children's safety his foremost concern. Never mind that the little ones were helpless; that they required the forethought and discernment adults were supposed to offer them—that parents were supposed to insure. 
 
   She realized in one quick frisson of clarity, that she hated him; this dead man who had killed his children. She hated all of them. The children could not know they were in danger. Their simplistic realities were wrapped in cartoons and breakfast cereal and footed pajamas. Not in harsh realities. They were dependent on the hideously irresponsible parents; parents who were guilty of sending them through a shattered glass into a cold muddy ditch to die in stark fear and pain and confusion. Dead parents. They deserved to die.
 
   Stepping forward suddenly, she punched the dead man hard on the shoulder, as if she was pounding on the door to reason. "You selfish fuck!" she yelled at his slumped form.
 
   She felt hands close around her arms at the elbows; her partner, Roy.
 
   "Amy! What the hell are you doing!?" He pulled her backward, their feet crunching on the broken glass.
 
   When Roy turned her to face him, she was sobbing, "He killed his own kids! What the fuck's wrong with these people?" She turned again, abruptly, and punched the father's shoulder. "You fuck!" she screamed again.
 
   "Amy! Amy!" Roy took a handful of her shirt and jerked her away from the car, his shocked frown going unnoticed by Amy, who began to pace the length of the car, peering in the direction of the children, the dead biker, and back at the dead man behind the wheel. Her tears were streaming down her cheeks, now. "Stupid, stupid, stupid!" she yelled. Was she talking to herself, or to the man in the car? Another unit arrived to transport the little boy, his vitals descending. Roy took a step forward, but was halted by the sound.
 
   A groan.
 
   He darted over to the car and reached in to check the man's carotid pulse. "Good God," he whispered. "Frank!" he shouted at the other medic, who had placed the body of the three-year-old girl on a gurney and was covering her with a sheet. "Frank! Get over here! Bring a collar!"
 
   Frank passed off the gurney to his partner, instructing him to go on with the twins, and the other paramedic pushed the barely alive boy toward the rear doors of the Unit. Frank then spun to grab the collar from the side door of Roy and Amy's unit and sprinted across the slick asphalt to help. By the time he arrived, Roy had the car door open and the two began to coordinate.
 
   After they immobilized the victim's neck, the two medics removed the man and placed him on the wet pavement. They carefully transferred him to a long spine board and attached Speedblocks—foam supports that immobilized the head-and strapped him down before beginning their triage.
 
   Moments later, another unit had arrived to transport the body of the biker, and the revived father was loaded into the ambulance alongside that body. Frank jumped in the unit to monitor the father, siren wailing, as they headed for Fletcher.
 
   Roy turned his attention back to Amy, now. She was still standing a few yards away, staring at the Chevy, its door open wide to reveal the glass on the seat, and amid another smattering of shards on the floorboard, the blue stuffed animal with a pink ribbon around its fluffy neck. Blue, like the boy's lips when they found him. Pink, like the diluted blood of the girl. Blue for boys, pink for girls. Sheets of rain whipped at her.
 
   Roy put an arm around his partner and guided her toward the ambulance, saying softly, "Come on, honey, take a deep breath...come on..." He deposited her in the front seat. "You stay right there, Amy." 
 
   She bent forward, her head in her hands. When would it stop? Why did innocent kids have to die from the stupidity of adults? Faintly, as if from a great distance, she heard Roy radioing the supervisor, Eddie, asking him to come.
 
   But what could he do? Amy thought numbly. They were all dead...
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   Amy had gone home to an empty house. She had spent the entire night crying, drinking, and clawing desperately for something she might define as hope. It was not forthcoming.
 
   Now, she stood in a piercing swath of sunlight at the supervisor's door inside the fire station, dreading the reliving of yesterday's debacle. And she would have to relive it again after that when she told Tony. He was due back any time. Maybe already at home waiting for her. Wondering where she was. God, she needed him to hold her.
 
   Amy still felt the hole in her stomach; wondered if it would go away. It felt like a war wound. She squeezed the envelope in her hand and knocked on the office door.
 
   When she stepped in, he stood in a courteous gesture, indicating the chair in front of his desk. "Amy...have a seat. Can I get you some coffee?"
 
   "No, thanks." She eased into the chair and stared at the portrait of Eddie and his family. A beautiful, raven-haired wife and two little girls. All smiling.
 
   Edward Dunlop was tall, with swaths of gray at his temples. Settling back in his chair, he took a drink from his EMS mug and regarded her carefully.
 
   Eddie had always been like a father to her. He had taken on the surrogate role when he learned her parents were both deceased. Once, when she had managed to get herself in a bind financially, he had loaned her a good sum of money, without blinking.
 
   "How are you feeling?"
 
   She met his eyes. "How should I feel?"
 
   He cleared his throat, moving a file to the side of his desk. "You've been under a lot of stress, Amy. I know you've had trouble sleeping. And I know you've been on a great many disturbing calls, lately."
 
   Amy took a deep breath. "Don't bother leading up to it, Eddie. I'm submitting my resignation." She tossed the crumpled envelope onto the desk in front of him.
 
   "Now, Amy—you're not the first one to burn out in this job. You just need a vacation."
 
   "Roy doesn't seem to need a vacation. He's been at it almost eleven years. Roy never had to take time off." Roy always bounced back, like one of those inflated clowns that you hit and it bobs back up again, a smile on its face, beef jerky in its pocket.
 
   "Roy's Roy. We're talking about you. I spoke to the doctor. He said you probably just need some time off to get back to normal."
 
   "Normal? What's normal, Eddie? Detachment? 'Cause that's what it takes to do this. I don't know if I can detach any longer." I may not be able to detach, she told herself silently, but I can certainly come unglued. Her attempt at self-deprecating humor left her with a metal taste in her mouth. She felt the warmth of tears again on her cheeks, her eyes wandering again to the family portrait. She missed her Mom. She had been gone now only a little longer than Amy had been a paramedic. She needed her now, more than ever. More than when she started her period, or had sex for the first time. More than when she found out her father died because there were no medics available to save him.
 
   Eddie picked up a stray paper clip, and began to bend it absently as he stared at her. "You know, the human psyche can only take so much. It's—it's bound to catch up to you."
 
   "I can't do it anymore, Eddie." Her palms smoothed the tears trailing down her cheeks.
 
   "I don't have to tell you that your behavior at the scene was unacceptable. This man or his family has grounds for a lawsuit—well, you know all that—"
 
   "I was told at the scene he was dead..."
 
   "—the point is, I don't think they're going to advise disciplinary probation. So perhaps a leave of absence would be in order, Amy. After you see the psychologist, I want you to take one. I'll keep your letter of resignation on file until you get back. Take all the time you need, but don't come back until you're sure you've worked it all out."
 
   Her eyes strayed to the snow globe she had given him for his birthday the year before. Inside, was a sculpture of a paramedic, holding a small child. A child about the age of those two on US-7. "I don't think I'll be back, Eddie."
 
   He sighed, tossing the now-mangled paper clip on the desk calendar. "I think Roy is the only witness to your actions. The man—" He referred to a notation on a Post-it. "—Harrison Burke—is in critical condition, but it looks like he'll pull through. When he wakes up, he may remember. I don't have to tell you what sort of position this puts us in."
 
   Amy had replayed the horror of the last call; the image that was freshest in her mind, but only stacked atop a slew of other images that looped in her dreams. Each time, her dreaming mind would make the victim a member of her family, or a friend, or herself—and she'd awaken with a damp pillow and a sensation of falling. Finally, her altruism was not long-armed enough to embrace all that pain and violence, fear and death; her resolve had given way to anger and tears and defeat. Had all her training been wasted, then? Had those five years been enough to count as her contribution? She had done her time, hadn't she? And now her career was in question. Indeed, already a thing of the past. "I'm sorry, Eddie."
 
   "Amy, you're one of the best medics I've got. I don't want to lose you. Just take the time you need, and keep in touch with me. This is not a good time to make such an important career decision."
 
   Amy leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and massaged her neck. She had submitted her resignation for her own emotional safety, yet in protecting herself, she had sacrificed the need for another paramedic to save another life. At what point does care of the self, become selfishness? "I can't promise you I'll be back, Eddie."
 
   "I'm not asking for promises. I'm asking you to just give it some time."
 
   Amy went around the desk to hug him, and he gave her a fatherly squeeze, saying nothing as she walked out, moving in silence through the kitchen of the main firehouse, ignoring the concerned and probing eyes of the other medics and firefighters. She got in her Yukon, and pulled out of the lot onto Cherry Street thinking about how she had taken the fast track to become a paramedic. Six months training for EMT status, and then a year of comprehensive paramedic school while working part-time at the ambulance service. Four more years of service on the job. And it was gone.
 
   She merged onto US-7 toward home.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   When Amy got home, Tony had just returned from a conference in New York, and Amy broke the news. He was relieved. He actually smiled and hugged her like he'd just won the lottery.
 
   "What the hell is wrong with you? My career is about to go South, and you're all sweetness and light." She unlaced her boots and kicked them off by the door.
 
   "Maybe it's meant to be, Amy." Tony held out his hand, supplicating. "Now you can concentrate on the good stuff—"
 
   "The good stuff? You mean, like cleaning house for you, cooking your dinner, and birthing your children?"
 
   He frowned, his dark brows almost meeting in the middle. "What's wrong with that?"
 
   "What's wrong with that is, it's not the life I want." She plopped onto the sofa and stared at the cold, blank TV screen. "Not right now." 
 
   His face fell. He finally understood. In a quick moment, he was in the kitchen, retrieving a Tequiza from the refrigerator. Twisting the cap off, he tossed it angrily at the trash can and missed, the metal lid bouncing on the hardwood floor. He loosened his tie to make room for big swallows of beer. When she came into the kitchen, he was standing in front of the sink, looking out the window to the neighbor kids playing in the yard.
 
   "Tony—"
 
   "You know, maybe I'm just an idiot, but I thought you loved me."
 
   "I do love you, Tony. Do I have to be a little housewife to prove it?" She needed something in her hands, for some reason, and picked up a CD from the occasional table. Occasional table, she thought. Occasionally, it's a table...other times, it's—what? Stupid name for a table. "My career is just as important to me as yours is to you."
 
   "I get it, Amy. I didn't want to see it. But I get it now." He took a long drink and the foam bubbled up the neck of the clear bottle. 
 
   Amy remembered how they used to tap the bottoms of their beer bottles atop each other's at local pubs, when they dated. The action would cause the tapped bottle to overflow with foam...they used to laugh a lot during times like that...back when they used to have a social life. 
 
   "I would do just about anything for you," he was saying. "—but I also know what I want, and I'm not willing to settle for second best."
 
   "Since when am I second best?"
 
   "That's it, then," he said with finality, as if she'd suddenly ceased to exist. "I'm moving out." He set the beer down.
 
   While she stood gaping at him, frozen with disbelief, he snatched his car keys and had moved to the front entrance, one hand on the door when she felt the anger boiling in her throat.
 
   "You can't just drop a bomb like that and walk away!"
 
   "I can do whatever the hell I want, Amy." 
 
   "And you can do without me, too, now. Right?" Amy tossed the CD she was holding at the wall, with a bit too much force. The disk fell out of the case and rolled to Tony's feet, and fell over. Indigo Girls: Rites of Passage, the label read.
 
   Always the rational one, Tony kept his voice low. "I don't want to fight with you." He bent to retrieve the disk, and picked up the jewel case, placing the disk inside.
 
   "Let's see: you don't want to fight, you don't want to talk, you don't want to work on anything—"
 
   "There's nothing left to work on." Tony had a fixed idea of a woman's place, and it wasn't speeding through the streets of Burlington in an ambulance, in all manner of dangerous situations. It's why he went into the paperwork end of it. He felt he made enough for both of them. She didn't need to be a paramedic. Her job required fifty to sixty hours a week from her, and that meant very little time left for him. He wanted her to stay at home and give birth to his healthy children. But he saw that she was unwilling. "We need to just call it quits!" 
 
    "You need to call it quits!" She shouted. "I never gave up."
 
   "Neither did the guy who beat a dead horse." Tony crossed to the CD rack and put the case in its proper place.
 
   "How can you dismiss three years, just like that?"
 
   "It's not 'just like that', Amy. We've done nothing but fight and be miserable for at least two of those years."
 
   "Only because you won't communicate! It's like pulling teeth to get you to talk about something." Amy snatched a rubber band from the coat closet door knob and twirled it around her fingers, agitated, still needing something in her hands. Her empty, worthless hands...
 
   Tony pointed at her journal, atop another surface by the door that was occasionally a table. "No, I just don't want to psychoanalyze every tiny detail like you do." 
 
   "How can you just dump this decision on me without even trying to work it out?" Amy felt a chasm widening in her stomach, and she felt she might be sick any moment. She drowned the queasiness with a bitter swallow of her own spit.
 
   "I'm not dumping this on you," Tony answered coolly. "And we have tried. But I never see you...It didn't happen overnight. I didn't just wake up today and go, 'gee, I think I'll end my relationship with Amy.' You knew this was happening, we talked about it months ago."
 
   "No, we talked about us getting separate places and starting over. Dating." That was what they talked about. It was. Or, had he meant 'dating other people'?
 
   "That's not what we talked about." Tony headed toward the bedroom; and Amy followed him down the hallway.
 
   "How can you say that?" Amy's face was contorted in disbelief. "You know we never talked about it just being over. This was a decision you made because you're mad that I'm not towing the line."
 
   "I've been patient for a few years, now." Tony thumbed through some shirts and slacks in the closet, choosing the few he would need this week while he was on the road. "I tried to tell you how important having a family is to me," he defended.
 
   "Trying isn't doing. That isn't how it works. You don't 'try' to tell someone you must have a Nuclear Family. You just tell them. Hopefully, you bring it up before it comes to that. I can't believe you're doing this to me."
 
   "You did this to yourself, Amy. I can't live with your career choice anymore. Or the stress."
 
   "What stress? I'm the one who does the stressful job. Not you."
 
   "Your job has cost me. I've built my life around you, and I need to get my individuality back." He draped the clothes he had selected over his arm and pulled the ironing board from the closet, and setting it up. He set the iron on it. Turned it on.
 
   Amy watched him spread the shirt on the ironing board. Pre-pressing it with his hands, smoothing the material, spraying it with starch. He always had his shirts dry cleaned and pressed. This was a shirt for tomorrow. Just until he got over being mad. Then he would pick up his other shirts at the cleaners and come back.
 
   She had left the security of her emotional walls to be with the one who made her feel passion; the one who could reach in and touch that part of her that had been so elusive. She had experienced her first real orgasm with him. She thought from that moment on, that he was the one. He was the only one Amy could stay with until they died holding hands in two rockers on a back porch somewhere. She needed him with a fierceness that defied reason.
 
   "This is a bad time to do this to me. I don't understand this, Tony. I've always tried to fight for us."
 
   "And all you ever did really, was fight, Amy," Tony added softly.
 
   "You know I've had trouble sleeping—"
 
   "You can't sleep because you never have learned to get rid of the stumbling blocks. You let that job of yours consume your life." 
 
   "What if I don't want to be your little Geisha girl? What if I want a life of my own? Are you that selfish?" Tony's silence was a testament to his belief that Amy was using stress and insomnia to excuse the situation. "If you built your world around me, that was your decision. You can't lay that on me."
 
   Tony tested the steam mechanism in the iron, and began to press the shirt.
 
   "Tony—?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You're telling me there's—that it's really just over?"
 
   Tony sighed, working his shoulders in that way he had when the subject matter was too uncomfortable. "I don't see us ever being lovers again, no." 
 
   The chasm widened and swallowed her whole. Amy was sure that nothing he could have said would have hurt more. More weight on her. More weight than she could hold up. Her bones would snap. The weight was pressing into her chest, stealing her breath. She placed a hand on the door jamb to steady herself, seeing the police scanner near the recliner. The scanner that embodied his need to possess her, control her life.
 
   "Well, here!" she jerked the scanner plug from the wall. "Don't forget this!" She shoved it in his hands, turned and went to the bathroom, closing the door and sitting down atop the toilet lid, pulling a long strand of tissue from the dispenser and pressing it to her nose. Every cell in her body shivered. She had lost him. After endless days and nights of not giving up, trying anything and everything to make it work, continuing to fight for the love they had and a hope of gaining harmony, she had lost him. It was not something she had ever really considered as a possibility. Not really. Breaking up was what happened to other people. She felt like those rubberneckers at the scene of an accident. It always happens to other people. Not me.
 
   She sank to the floor and opened the toilet lid, feeling the wave of nausea, wanting to be prepared when all the pain and disappointment and fear came shooting up her throat. She wanted her Mom, again. For the second time that day. Mommyyyyyyy! the little girl in her called.
 
   She thought of all those times they had yelled at each other and fought horribly, only to end with Amy running to the bathroom to throw up, and Tony going to her, holding her head, and sitting with her on the floor in front of the toilet, clasping her hand, and saying he was sorry, that he didn't want to hurt her, that he just wanted to stop fighting. Once, they had even wound up making love on the floor of the bathroom, after an intense argument—the shampoo bottles falling into the tub, her head banging on the front of the cabinet as he thrust inside her, their passions confused with their anger.
 
   Amy could not hear the steaming mechanism of the iron from the bedroom anymore. Maybe Tony would come to her and say he didn't mean it, that they would work it out. Maybe he was standing outside the bathroom door, reconsidering. Maybe he would knock on the bathroom door; step in and join her on the floor; whisper he was sorry, kiss her, touch her, make love to her. But there was no sound of movement outside the door. No steam iron. Just one more try...just change your mind one more time...don't do this to me, now...
 
   When she heard the front door open and close, she knew it wouldn't happen this time.
 
   She could feel the panic rising in her throat. An indefinable, overwhelming chaos that held her by the neck and would not let go. Pushing off the floor and snatching the door open, she stopped to stare at the front door. Closed. Final. Amy could still smell the molecules of his skin. His presence still hung in the room, but was falling like invisible mist to the floor.
 
   She turned and looked at the living room, as if for the first time. Their shared belongings throughout the house were now sorting themselves in her head. That's mine. That's his...whose is that?  Items relegated to ownership rather than partnership. Simplified into their rawest form. I wanted to grow old with him. How could he give up now, after all we've been through? After all that has happened to me in the last few days? There were too many savage jaws snapping at her heels.
 
   The ringing of the phone sluiced through Amy's numbing sadness. Who would be calling her? 
 
   She answered.
 
   "Amy?"
 
   It was Roy.
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "What's wrong? You sound funny."
 
   "I'm just tired. What's up?"
 
   "Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news—but that little boy from the accident on US-7? He died."
 
   It was like sandpaper on tender skin. "Jesus."
 
   "He had a lot of internal bleeding. Surgeons couldn't stop it. His liver was mashed up pretty good, and he had intracranial bleeding. They just couldn't save him."
 
   The child's face materialized in her mind's eye and she felt a flutter of nausea again.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   She couldn't tell him that she'd resigned; the words would not come out. He would hear soon enough. The second he went back in to work. And about Tony-that was too fresh to talk about, even to herself. "It's just so sad, Roy."
 
   "I know. But try to think of all the kids we have been able to save."
 
   "Right."
 
   "Well, gotta go hit the slopes. The snowmaker's been fired up on Okemo, and I want to get an early start. Don't wanna lose my touch."
 
   Skiing. He was going skiing. Her world was crashing around her and his was intact enough to go glissading down a snow-laden slope at Okemo. She was racing down a hill, too, but without skis. With only a promise of smashing into some massive tree at the bottom. She stared at the empty Tequiza bottle that Tony had left on the kitchen counter. "Have fun, Roy."
 
   "Okay, see ya."
 
   She wanted to drink now. Her aversion to alcohol no longer seemed to matter. Is this how it started with her mother? One more Ace of Spades on that precarious house of cards, and the whole thing started to sway? She pulled a fresh beer out, not wanting to touch where his lips had touched. Those lips were the lips of betrayal. Twisting off the cap, she dropped it on the floor. Because it didn't matter.
 
   Tony was gone.
 
   Something in her brain—something indefinable—shifted, and she felt suddenly numb. Some evanescent life force had seeped out of her, leaving a cavernous hole.
 
   In the bill desk, she found the pen. Tony had given her the beautiful marbled fountain pen for her birthday. It was the pen she would use to impart her last thoughts to him.
 
   At the kitchen table, she sat down with the journaling notebook and opened it to a fresh page, taking a drink from the beer, grimacing at its unfamiliar flavor. Her claim to fame-sobriety-seemed silly, now. She would drink the whole beer. Because it didn't matter.
 
   She'd just end it. Spare herself the ceremony, the dance of time, and just get it over with. She'd get to be with her Mom, at last. And maybe meet her Dad, finally. Isn't that how it worked? When your life was over, didn't you go through a tunnel of light on your way to a joyful reunion with loved ones who had gone before? Wouldn't her mom be bathed in light, sober, and free of the depression that finally wore her down? Wouldn't her father be there, too—in full-dress uniform with shiny medals, his arm lovingly draped over her mom's shoulders—strong, kind, no longer the phantom she grew up with, and without blame for her mother, who had excused herself from life and from her family? All that wouldn't matter, there. Wasn't that what heaven was? 
 
   Her life was over, why not just have the good grace to make it final? Her mother had understood. It took her a lot longer to understand, but Amy had always been a quick-study. Her mother would be waiting.
 
   She began the note with mixed feelings. Resolve, coupled with trepidation.
 
    
 
   Tony,
 
   Baby, I'm sorry I couldn't be strong. I'm sorry for all the times I caused you pain. I want you to know that you were the love of my life, but now that I've lost everything and everyone, I just want the pain to stop. I want to see my mother again. I want to meet my father.
 
   I go through the process of saving everyone else's life, and I can't save my own. I don't want to live on this plane anymore.
 
   I'm sorry I couldn't be what you needed, and I'm sorry for wasting three years of your life. If it matters to you at all, know that I loved you very much.
 
   Amy   
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 8 ~
 
    
 
   Sergeant Kenneth Branch was stoked. He had just spent fifteen minutes in the men's room, fussing over the appearance of his uniform, his teeth. He even took a wet towel to his bald head, and buffed it a little. His gut told him that today was the day.
 
   Captain Claymore pointed to a chair across from his desk. "Have a seat, Sergeant." Dan Claymore could not have had a more fitting name. Like the explosive device used in modern military history, his outward demeanor was always calm, but step on him the wrong way, and he exploded like a mine; but Branch respected the man because he reserved his explosions for those who deserved it. "I have your application to the Detective Division, and I'm inclined to approve it."
 
   Brief and to the point. Another thing Branch liked. "Yes, Sir."
 
   "You know we've lost some detectives due to lateral assignments and some promotions. I'm not keen on the idea of bringing in anyone I don't know. Your degree in Business Administration helps, and your service record is exemplary. More importantly, I know you've got a good head on your shoulders." Claymore scratched at his gray hair and took a sip of coffee, eyeing Branch for any puppy-dog response that might indicate a less than mature attitude. He was not disappointed, as Branch merely said, "Thank you, Sir," and crossed his ankle over his knee, waiting.
 
   "Traywick is working on the Huff Homicide, and her partner transferred out on promotion. She needs a partner she can trust. Someone seasoned. I'm prepared to offer you a General Assignment with her as your Supervisor, if you're game."
 
   Branch grinned. "I'm game, Sir."
 
   The captain explained the details, including the fact that Branch would have to continue as Tackett's training officer until another could be assigned, and he would start out part-time with Traywick until that was worked out. He handed Branch some papers to take with him to see Traywick. Just before Branch excused himself, Claymore squinted at the Sergeant's shining head, his gruff exterior softening almost imperceptibly into humor. "And you forgot to put on your hair this morning."
 
   Branch nodded in mock seriousness. "I'll try to track that down, Captain."
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Traywick looked up from her cubicle desk and grinned. "About time I got some help around here."
 
   "About time they let me," Branch said.
 
   "Drop your stuff on that desk, and I'll get you up to speed." 
 
   Erica Traywick shared a home with her retired mother and father and her fourteen-year-old daughter, Hanna. After the divorce, Hanna's father had moved off to another state with his bimbo girlfriend, and Traywick was left with some challenges. So good old Mom and Dad had come to the rescue. Erica moved she and Hanna into their large Colonial near the water, and they acted as surrogate parents for Hanna while she continued her career in law enforcement. If it hadn't been for them, Erica would never have made detective. That was six years ago.
 
   "Here's the Huff file so far. Familiarize yourself with it while I take care of some things." Traywick thumbed through the other files on her desk, reaching for a pen, and caught sight of the framed photo on her desk. Mom, Dad, Hanna, the three of them holding a fifteen pound Walleye in the air exuberantly, fishing poles in hand. Lake Champlain was replete with Walleye, and at least once a week, the three of them would return from a trip on the thirty-one foot Baja with a cooler full of them for the deep freezer. Erica was sorry she couldn't accompany them more often.
 
   Her attention back on the files, Traywick began the tedious process of filling out the monthly summary report for August.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 9 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy put the pen down on the table and shuffled to the utility drawer, taking out the small gray metal casing that held the blade. Returning to the table, tears drying on her face, a surprising calm washed over her. It doesn't matter. She unscrewed the casing on the tool and installed a shiny new blade. She had momentarily considered overdosing on one of the meds in her bag, but was too fearful that the job would not be done completely, and she'd wind up some drooling vegetable in the charity ward. No, bleeding was better. She knew she would just feel herself become weaker and weaker until the life drained right out of her.
 
   She hovered the tip of the blade lengthwise over her wrist. She knew the most effective way of slashing your wrists was the opposite of how most suicides did it. She put the tip to her skin and pressed down, steeling herself.
 
   The phone rang.
 
   She looked down and saw that she had nicked her wrist and it was bleeding slightly. A grim, ironic smile touched her lips as the shrilling came again.
 
   Brrrrriing!
 
   She looked over at it, hanging on the wall. Why should I answer it? I'm busy sending myself into oblivion, here.
 
   Brrrrriing!
 
   She never could stand the ringing of a phone. She jumped up, knocking the chair over on her way over to snatch it from the cradle. "Hello?"
 
   "Ms. Spenser?" the young female voice queried.
 
   "Speaking."
 
   "Hi. My name is Holly. How are you today?"
 
   "I'm about to slash both my wrists, how about you?"
 
   Silence.
 
   Then, "I'm sorry, I guess I caught you at a bad time."
 
   "Well, this would be your last chance to sell me something I don't need. What's the spiel?"
 
   "...Um...I've...you're not really going to—"
 
   "Well, I was, but your call interrupted."
 
   "Um...because...I'm sorry—"
 
   Dial tone.
 
   Amy hung up, set the chair upright and picked up the utility knife again.
 
   The phone shrilled once more. Amy's exasperation came out in a huff. Why does everyone call now?
 
   It was Little Miss I-Give-Good-Phone again.
 
   "I'm sorry—I didn't know what to say. My—my brother killed himself last year, and if you're joking, it's kinda not funny—is there someone I can call for you?"
 
   "I don't know, I'm sure you have a big list of numbers in front of you. Pick one."
 
   "Ms. Spenser, please—"
 
   "Look, I'm just not up to this right now, okay?" She hung up, feeling a twinge of guilt for the girl's loss, but the young telemarketer probably thought she was being facetious. I mean, who would really believe that they had interrupted your suicide?
 
   Yet, she knew she was being cruel. She didn't want to hurt anyone anymore. That's why this was different. She was removing the burden of herself from the world.
 
   Back at the table, she took another drink and picked up the knife again. Back to business. Now concentrate—
 
   And again, the phone rang.
 
   "For crappin' out loud!" 
 
   This time, when she answered, Holly was in tears. "Please, Ms. Spenser. Don't do it."
 
   She took a calming breath. "Holly, I appreciate your concern. I apologize for upsetting you. I'm just having a bad day. Don't worry, I'm fine. Okay?"
 
   The girl sniffed and said meekly. "Okay...really?"
 
   "Really."
 
   "Okay. Have a better day."
 
   "You too." She hung up. Finally. She felt a bit redeemed by making the girl feel better. A final gesture of compassion.
 
   At the exact moment she began the slice, there was a loud knock at the door. Out of reflex, she had lifted the knife at the beginning of the cut, her effort less than sufficient. Blood seeped out of the short incision and drained down her arm. "Dammit!"
 
   The knocking began again. She got up and pulled the hand towel from the refrigerator door handle, wrapping it tightly around the cut, as she made her way to the door. Hiding her arm behind the door, she opened it a crack.
 
   She was met with the ethereal smile of not one, but two Feelies.
 
   Feelies, a moniker stemming from the name of their sect—Greenfeel—were earthy, visceral sorts. Without the bindings of conformity, they managed to eke out a living selling Sugar Maple Drops and cheddar cheese in half-pound waxed party wheels. Each of these delights was lovingly produced on their own land, the Greenfeel Community Co-op. Year-round, they would frequent the doorsteps of thousands of Vermont residents. A rustic flock, the Feelies rejected standard money-changing while on their own soil, instead preferring to barter their skills. But as societal norms pressed upon them, they learned to toss their straw hats in the ring and foster a healthy business in door-to-door sales.
 
   "Would you like to buy some Sugar Maple drops? Or perhaps a wheel of cheddar?" Each of them held up examples of the items for her to see.
 
   Amy tried to focus on the content of the message, but her eyes fluttered to the brush of dark hair on the woman's upper lip, the beard on the male, bushy enough to hide a few pine cones in. Their feet were clad in Roman army sandals, and both wore frocks of some sort, no doubt hand-loomed in some dusty recess of the old bed and breakfast house they shared. They were both smiling without reservation, each with a dental status that belied their use of toothpaste. "Um..." A slight wave of the cheddar wheel, and Amy was present again. "How much?"
 
   "Three dollars for the cheese wheel, two for the sugar maple drops."
 
   "How many do you have?"
 
   The girl glanced down at the wheeled luggage rack, a cardboard box strapped to it with Bungee cords. "Um...ten wheels, ten packs of drops." 
 
   "Just a second..." Amy stepped to the table by the door and grabbed her wallet, pulling out the three twenties and handing them to the girl. "Here," she said. "I'll take them all."
 
   "All of them?" The girl took the three twenties and stared at them wide-eyed for a long second, and then bent to release the Bungee cords, freeing the box. She handed the box to Amy, smiling. "Thanks, sister...blessed be..." She spewed. "Wow."
 
   "Wait." Amy pulled another ten from her pocket. "This is for you."
 
   "Wow..." The girl took the ten timidly, glancing up at Amy, and then saw the bloody towel around the arm hanging from her side. "Hey! You're bleeding—"
 
   Amy realized then that she had forgotten to conceal her arm behind the door. She lifted it up. "Oh, yeah, looks worse than it is."
 
   "Do you need us to call the paramedics or something?"
 
   Too ironic to even pursue. "No, no. I'm fine. I just need to put a bandage on it now."
 
   "Okay...thank you ma'am. And have a beautiful day." They both turned in unison and stepped away, the wet bottom of their sandals leaving a message rubber-stamped on the concrete of the porch. PEACE, the impression read.
 
   Amy closed the door. Turning, the length of the living room seemed a trek her legs did not want to make. She sat down on the floor, then stretched out on her back, one arm still wrapped around a cheese wheel. A vertebrae in her back popped, repositioned. The little white beads of the ceiling looked like coconut...or maybe white tapioca...but there were stains in the tapioca. There were cobwebs she had never noticed before. Why is it that a person can live in a house for years at a time, and never notice a stain or a cobweb on the ceiling? Because I never looked? She was capable of looking, but not noticing, then. Part of her wanted to just get up and get this thing over with and the other part of her, absurdly, just wanted to take a little nap first. She closed her eyes, still seeing the beads of the ceiling...the cobwebs in her mind's eye.
 
   A knock on the door startled her. Amazing. Who was it now? Ed McMahon with a check for ten million dollars? Would her troubles be over then? Would money make it better?
 
   Another knock. I could just ignore it.
 
   The doorknob turned. For a quick second, she felt afraid. Afraid of what? Danger? Afraid for my life, when I was on the precipice of ending it anyway? Another absurdity. Another irony. Another conundrum. Am I afraid it's a burglar, a rapist, a killer? Afraid I will be wrapped in cellophane and pissed on? 
 
   The door pushed open just a crack, and Amy remained supine, watching as if it was some late night B-movie.
 
   Roy's face greeted her. "I see the Feelies have been here." He saw her on the floor, looking at him, saw the bloody towel around her wrist. "Amy? What the hell!" He pushed inside and closed the door, squatting beside her. "What happened?" 
 
   He reached for the towel and she moved it away. "It's fine. Just a little accident."
 
   "Why are you lying on the floor?"
 
   "It seemed like a good idea at the time."
 
   He was frowning. He isn't buying it. Best to just deflect. "I thought you were going to burn a line down Okemo."
 
   "Well, you were sorta on the way, and I thought I'd just pop in and check on you."
 
   "Sweet."
 
   He looked at her wrist and the towel. "You want me to take a look at that?"
 
   "No." Amy was still studying the ceiling.
 
   "Are you just going to lie there on the floor?"
 
   "I think so."
 
   He half-grinned and sat back, propping his arms on his knees and dropping his keys on the floor between them. "You're depressed."
 
   "You're brilliant," she whispered.
 
   "Where's Tony?"
 
   "He's gone."
 
   "Gone? Business trip again?"
 
   "Nope. Just gone. He dumped me."
 
   Roy closed his eyes, absorbing the information and sighed. "I'm sorry, Sweetie. No wonder you're depressed. You have a lot on your plate right now."
 
   "I don't have a plate," she said in monotone. "I'm eating off the floor, now..."
 
   Roy chuckled slightly, nudging her hip with the toe of his sneaker. "I see that," he indicated the cheese wheel and maple drops. He pulled the cheese wheel from the crook of her arm and retrieved his pocket knife, summarily hacking a chunk off for himself. "This is good cheese, girl." He sliced off another piece and held it to her lips, which she closed tight. He pushed the cheese wedge harder, and he could see she was hiding a grin behind those tight lips. "Don't make me shove this cheese down your throat now." She giggled, and he pushed it in, and so she chewed it. Tasted it. He was right, it was good. Now she was feeling hungry.
 
   She smiled faintly, then thought of all those images that collected in her head. The ones she couldn't help. "Roy, do you remember the first time a kid died on you?"
 
   He liberated another small slice and ate it. "Yeah. It was the first time I actually understood that I was not God. So I just learned to dull the memory of it and tell myself I did everything I could do, and the rest was up to a higher power than me."
 
   She swallowed the last bit of the cheese. "It's still just as sharp to me." Sharp. Cheese, she thought absently. "I can't seem to numb myself to it like you do. And you're healthier because of that."
 
   He looked out the front window and drew a thoughtful breath. "Amy, when my Dad died, you were the one who kept me going. You were the one who sat and cried with me. If you were able to numb yourself, you couldn't have been exactly what I needed then. I'll always remember that. I'll always love you for that." He stabbed the cheese wheel with his knife. "Now, I could feel guilty that I wasn't there when Dad went into Tachycardia because I was out saving the lives of strangers. But you know, even if I had been there, I couldn't have saved him. The other medics did everything I'd have done. I just had to let that go. That's the trick, Amy. Letting go."
 
   Amy thought about that. In an odd way, she had let go. Letting go the only way she knew how. Her resignation from her job. Her efforts to kill herself. She realized then that she didn't really want to kill herself. She realized she felt a little relieved that she was not a paramedic at the moment. Relieved, too, that Tony was gone. What had she lost in him, really? An idea of a relationship, or a real relationship? Her earlier ideation was making less sense, somehow. She didn't have to give up completely. She could try one more thing. Just one more. Maybe there was something she missed. Like the stains in the ceiling and the cobwebs.
 
   She took a deep breath and met Roy's eyes. He smiled reassuringly at her.
 
   "I love you, Roy."
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   It took her three hours to pack and load the boxes labeled "storage" and "keep." Most of the furniture belonged to Tony, as he was the nester. The only things of value to Amy were already packed, and they included her books, her journals, and the few remembrances she had of her mother. She packed her wheeled overnight bag, and a garment bag with some extra jeans and shirts.
 
   Appetite gone, her stomach nonetheless insisted, and she nuked one of those budget meals in the microwave, forcing herself to eat it before she left. She had convinced Roy to take the cheddar wheel he had been nibbling, and go on to Okemo as planned. She assured him she was okay, and needed to do this part alone.
 
   From the 'fridge, she took two cheddar wheels, leaving the others for Tony, on the hope that he would eat too much of them and become exceedingly constipated.
 
   Grabbing a bag of maple drops, she wadded up the suicide note, and replaced it with a new one, telling Tony she was moving to a motel—adding that he could stay in the house if he wanted to pay rent. She was making other plans. The lease was in his name, let him deal with it.
 
   On the way out, she saw those Feelies, waving their cheddar wheels outside someone else's house, obviously having restocked from some hidden stash.
 
   She felt cleansed, almost buoyant after her flirtation with the Hereafter. She then mused to herself that it seemed more accurate to refer to it as the Afterhere.
 
   Arriving near nightfall at the Fuzzy Antler Motor Inn, she was given a warm welcome by Koji Shimada. He offered to let her stay free, but she refused. "I appreciate it, Shim, but I'd feel better if I paid."
 
   "But Amy, you save my Kenji—son life many time—"
 
   "It was my job, Shim."
 
   He closed his eyes and shook his head defiantly. "You stay free."
 
   "Please, Shim..." She had always known him as an honorable man, from the unfortunate visits she had made to help his son. She realized then that perhaps her refusal could be misconstrued as a personal affront. "Okay, look, just give me a good deal, okay? A discount?" She pulled out her checkbook.
 
   "You pay later. I get maid to bring fresh linen."
 
   "Thanks, Shim." Amy felt better. Nothing like complete appreciation to lift your spirits. As she pushed the glass door open with key in hand, she looked back at him, tidying the motel desk and looking out the front windows expectantly. She knew his wife had died some time ago, and loneliness was a part of his life. It was good, then, that he was able to converse with the odd assortment of people that checked in and out of his motel. Too bad his son was not a healthy form of company.
 
   The motel was near her storage, a convenience in case she needed anything, and she decided she would not push herself to make any decisions about where she would end up. Amy was beginning to look forward to her time alone, without stress. The words of Martin Luther King rang in her head: Free at last! Free at last! Thank God almighty, I'm free at last!
 
   She unloaded the Yukon, quietly left a cheddar wheel at the front desk with a thank you note, and then went back to her room to run a hot bath.
 
   Soaking in the warm bubbles, Amy held her cut wrist underwater and saw the wound magnify, pulling it out when the wound began to sting. She hoped she could be pain-free at this little motel. Was death the only release of human pain? Amy thought about heaven. She thought it would be free of pain; but would heaven be all the things that Hollywood depicted? Was time suspended there? Did angels of light with huge ivory wings really exist? Were all the Mediums right? She slid down under the water to rinse the shampoo from her hair and held her breath, pretending to be in the womb again, safe inside the amniotic fluids of her mother's belly. She could hear her own heartbeat. Emerging, she slathered conditioner on her hair and piled it atop her head.
 
   She considered the hypothesis that heaven was a wonderfully trouble-free place that contained all things beautiful. A place where colors were more vibrant, almost lifelike, as depicted in movies like What Dreams May Come. Did things wished for appear as if by magic? 
 
   Or maybe heaven would be like the Eastern religions proclaimed: a quiet, contemplative place where you may objectively review your life with full knowledge and understanding, having moved back into the true essence of your self as a soul; a place where there were guiding beings, soul-mates, who would help you decide whether you should incarnate again, and if so, into what conditions, with what obstacles serving to give you the learning experience you needed in order to ascend into that higher existence. The existence that meant you were closest to God.
 
   She considered the value of pulling out her spiritual books again. The Celestine Prophesy and The Tenth Insight; The Seat of the Soul; Conversations with God. When had she stopped believing in something other than the cruelty of the universe?
 
   She descended into the watery womb again to rinse the conditioner out and sat up, pulling the tiny complimentary soap from the side of the tub. Unwrapping it, she tossed the paper covering toward the trash can, and began to lather herself, still considering the what-ifs.
 
   What if there were such things as Guardian Angels? Perhaps the spirit of her mother was watching over her; perhaps she even made the telemarketer dial her number, and when that wasn't enough, she sent the Feelies to interrupt her again, and whispered something in Roy's consciousness to stop by, too. Just enough interruption to get things in perspective again...Just long enough for her to reconsider. But why would her mother do that, if there wasn't still some purpose in her life? Discovering that purpose would be a challenge, and could be her deliverance, but it was not one she needed to formerly accept just yet.
 
   She could languish here, in this quaint motel, under the care of a kind Japanese man who would make sure her needs were met. Maybe Eddie was right, and she just needed rest.
 
   Amy emerged from the bath, rubbing the white Moose-head emblazoned towel on her head. Her flaxen hair fell to just above her shoulder blades, and she often let it air dry, so she could make it to work on time; that's what elastic hair bands were for. She'd put it in a pony-tail and go. But she wouldn't be going to work for a while, would she? Maybe never again. Still, she liked the idea of not having to use a hairdryer, and considered cutting it, but she'd had long hair since she was a child, and could not seem to part with it. Her mother used to brush it a hundred times each night, in some ritual that seemed to be more about making her mother feel purposeful, than it was about the health of her follicles. Cutting it would be like removing part of who she was; who her mother was. Cutting it was pointless.
 
   She pulled out her journal and began to write. She wrote about the horrible calls she'd been on, the breakup with Tony, the way her mood had plummeted and elevated again, the hope that time off would provide her with reprieve. When she had it all down, she addressed an envelope, tore out the entry and placed it inside. Soon, it would be safely on its way to her parents. To P.O. Box 1030.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 10 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   The nurse gave him the medicine, then left. In these moments just before the new dosage took effect, he pulled the jug from the side of the bed and aimed at the opening.
 
   He had insisted the nurse let him relieve himself in the jug, rather than withstand the humiliation and pain of having a catheter. Aside from the terror that welled in him at the thought of a tube being inserted in his dick, there were other reasons. If a man couldn't pee on his own, then what was left of his manhood? 
 
   She had agreed, as long as he could do it without making a mess she would have to clean up. So far, so good. He wasn't sure of how many times he'd used the jug, nor how long he had been in this hospital room; most of the time he was disoriented. He knew he had been in an accident but he couldn't remember how or when.
 
   When he'd finished relieving his bladder, he hooked the jug back on the side of the bed, careful not to spill it, and lay back, a willing subject to the glories of Morphine.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   The pain was back, but he was still groggy from the remnants of the medication, and couldn't make out the details of the white figure that was moving toward him. Another nurse, to inject more pain medication in his IV. Thank God.
 
   The figure took out a syringe and inserted it in the mechanism attached to the tube. Soon, the pain would fade again, and the haunting laughter of his children would fade, too. He didn't know why his children's laughter haunted him. But he wanted silence, now. He wanted to sleep.
 
   As the figure removed the syringe, he felt an unusual numbness in his left arm and a pulsing in his neck. Then a sharp pain. Something is different. New medication? 
 
   He was red-faced, breathing ragged. Unable to speak, he reached for the nurse's call button, but another electric knife of pain traveled through him. His hand clutched at his chest, pulling chest hairs, but he was not aware of it. He was only aware of the searing, helpless onslaught of the muscle in his chest, seizing, flailing, dying.
 
   As he drifted into oblivion, he smelled urine, and the spot over his chest was now warm with something pouring on him. Another searing pain, and then he felt nothing.
 
   He was...nothing...
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   At the sink, Amy unwrapped the covering on the plastic cup the motel provided, added ice from the watery ice bucket, and looked into the large mirror. Her head was slammed with a vision she could not explain. A man, clutching his chest in a hospital gown. The image faded, and she felt a sense of panic building. It wasn't random musing, it was like a delivered message.
 
   She turned on the water, and bent to splash her face. She felt tired. How could she feel so tired when she hadn't done anything? Was it her body adjusting to her new schedule? A schedule free of long work days with little sleep?
 
   Slipping into her Birkenstocks, she fetched a Dr. Pepper from the soda machine in the breezeway of the Inn, and returned to her room, lowering herself back to the bed. Opening the drink, she poured it over the ice and propped pillows behind her, unwrapped the remaining cheddar wheel, and cut a slice off with her pen knife. On the remote, she selected channel three. She was greeted with the face of Sera Congi, the evening co-anchor.
 
   "...the man had been wrapped in cellophane and bludgeoned to death. Police have no suspects. More information as this story develops. Roger?"
 
   Amy recalled with discomfort the scene she and Roy had been called to. Amy shook the information out of her head and focused on the news again.
 
   "In other news, the young father, Harrison Burke, injured in an accident on US-7 in South Burlington Monday, has died," The co-anchor stated. Amy felt a flutter of emotion, a fluttering of guilt? She had wished this man dead, and now, he was.
 
   "...hospital personnel discovered him this morning after an apparent heart attack. The death was unexpected, since Mr. Burke had been showing improvement. Burke's death was preceded by the deaths of his two children—one at the scene of the tragic accident and the other during emergency surgery..."
 
   She thought about her vision, swallowing a bite of cheese dryly. Heart attack. Had it been precognitive? It had happened that morning...so it would be more accurately post-cognitive...Maybe it was just her mind sorting through things; but she had just had a vision of some sort.
 
   The skin on the back of her neck felt prickly.
 
   She put on her sneakers, picked up her cold drink, and went out for a long walk.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   It was after seven, and the sun had gone down, the room dark, except for the sliver of light from the parking lot slipping through the heavy curtains. Amy's stomach was growling, so she picked up the phone book for the pizza delivery number.
 
   While she waited for her food, she clicked on the television and flipped through channels. CNN offered news of more unrest in far corners, more violence in inner cities, more earthquakes, tornadoes and draughts. Here a scandal, there a scandal. She flipped channels again. The History Channel was showing an all-day profile of prisons. The Learning Channel was running 'Trauma: Life in the E.R.', which she clicked away from quickly. On The Discovery Channel, an in-depth forensic report about some headless torso found in a Dumpster. What happened to all those great old programs from childhood that were innocuous and entertaining? What happened to Mutual of Omaha's Wild Kingdom, where Marlin Perkins narrated, 'While Jim wrestles with the Bengal tiger, I'll sit here in the truck'?  She wasn't up for cartoons, nor reruns of Superman on the nostalgia channel—she could scarcely put up with watching that man in those ridiculous tights. He just didn't have the body to get away with wearing red panties outside his leotard. But did everything else on television have to be so serious and dark? 
 
   She recalled a time, around the age of 10 or 11, when she would watch TV with her mom. Before her mother had started drinking. Happier times. Then, they were able to eat popcorn and sit in the living room together without some eruption of discord. Her mother seemed happy, then. But maybe it was the medication. Her mother had taken pills ever since she could remember. At some point, her health deteriorated and she stopped taking them. That's when she became depressed and started obsessing on the memory of Amy's father—a man Amy had never met.
 
   Now, here in this motel room, almost six years after her mother's suicide, Amy started to feel gloomy again. She almost turned the TV off in disillusionment when she landed on the cult classic, Tremors. It was her favorite. She had seen it countless times in the last 10 years, but knew she wouldn't be able to resist just one more time.
 
   The pizza was delivered, and she settled back against the bed to enjoy an amusing diversion of prehistoric subterranean creatures called Graboids that were terrorizing a group of quirky characters in the remote desert town of Perfection, Nevada.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 11 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   "Okay, tell me again what happened, from the beginning." Detective Erica Traywick placed the micro-cassette recorder on the table in front of the girl again. There was a videotape rolling, as well, but Traywick preferred to have her own back-up.
 
   "Why do I gotta go through it again? I already told ya what happened, three times. Besides, what's the difference? You don't believe me, or I wouldn't be here." Ashleigh took a long drag of the cigarette and thumped the growing ash into the metal ashtray next to the recorder. She thumped the cigarette frequently. But only once. Firmly. It was a nervous habit that Traywick had noticed immediately when the interrogation began an hour ago.
 
   Karma Kensington watched from behind the two-way mirror in what Detective Traywick called the Peekabooth, absorbing an impression of the teenager. It was hard, without being next to her, or touching into something that belonged to her. And the task was made doubly challenging by the presence of the officer, Kenneth Branch. She had experienced the same sensation to a lesser degree when she had seen him at her Café with that rookie cop, Tackett. The timing was never right, and she hadn't formerly met him until now. He was in the Peekabooth when she stepped in, and introduced himself, saying he had been assigned to the team helping Traywick with the case. From the clasp of his hand, Karma received a jolt she hadn't felt in a long time. His sexual energy was palpable, and she knew from the moment their hands met in greeting, that she would sleep with him; but she had learned long ago never to mention things like that immediately.
 
   Her gift of intuition, of Psychometry, had taken years to develop. But she had not been working with a clean slate. Her grandmother had the gift, as well. Her grandmother had been born with the caul still around her fragile newborn body. Although it wasn't unheard of for the amniotic fluid to remain encased in the sack during birth, it wasn't common, either. And the spiritual intelligentsia believed it to be a sure sign of psychic endowment.
 
   Karma's father had obviously inherited the gift from his mother. At a young age, he found himself recruited and involved in government Controlled Remote Viewing or CRV projects, and was reportedly very accurate.
 
   She smoothed a wayward tendril of red hair, and considered the girl at the interrogation table, now. Focusing.
 
   "Let's go through it one more time, just for kicks." Traywick leaned back in her chair and waited, releasing the button on her blazer and fluffing her salt-and-pepper hair with fingers at her scalp, letting it fall again to her broad shoulders.
 
   On a heavy sigh, the eighteen-year-old began. "I went over to my Father's house, and I pulled into the driveway, and the car was parked in my spot, with the doors open."
 
   "The blue Oldsmobile," Traywick clarified.
 
   "Right." She gave her cigarette a single thump in the ashtray.
 
   "Why were you there? Where had you been?"
 
   Ashleigh revealed that she had been doing laundry at Duds Express on Kilburn, and was bringing some clothes she had done for her mother. From the looks of her Pearl Jam T-shirt, she didn't make that trip frequently. Traywick scribbled a note. "Okay, go on."
 
   "I got out and went up to the passenger side and looked in. I saw this guy in the floorboard on the other side. He was hanging half out of the car—"
 
   Karma closed her eyes inside the dim light of the Peekabooth and let the images come. A knife...a snake, severed in two.
 
   "How was he positioned?" Traywick asked.
 
   She snubbed out her cigarette, thinking that she hated these questions more than finding Jeremy dead in her father's driveway. "He was sorta layin' on his right shoulder on the driveway. His arm was all tangled in the seat belt. And...there was lots of blood coming from underneath him...he looked dead."
 
   The detective continued, "Why did you think he was dead?"
 
   Ashleigh looked around nervously at the bare, precinct walls of the interrogation room. She wanted to go home. Back to the apartment. The empty apartment. She'd probably have to move out. She'd have to move back into her father's house. But only her mother would be there, and maybe that would be okay.
 
   "Ashleigh?"
 
   She focused back on the detective. "What?"
 
   "I asked you why you thought he was dead."
 
   "I don't know. I got this horrible feeling. The blood, and his chest wasn't moving, like breathing, you know, so, dead."
 
   "Then what did you do?"
 
   "I thought, shit, someone killed him. I got scared. I had to get outta there, so I drove back to the Short Stop on the corner."
 
   Traywick turned the recorder more directly toward the girl. "The clerk there said you were rude."
 
   "Hell, yeah, I was rude! I told him it was a fuckin' emergency—that a guy was dead—and I needed to use the phone to call 911, and he goes, 'If he's dead, what's the rush?' I wanted to smack him. I asked a coupla times for the phone and the prick wouldn't hang up. I think he was talkin' to his damn girlfriend."
 
   "So you hung up for him?"
 
   "Yeah. I did. Wouldn't you?"
 
   Traywick ignored the question. "Then what happened?"
 
   What would it be like to have her father out of her life? Would his biker-buddies try to harass her again? With Jeremy gone, too, there would be no one to protect her. Not her mother, for sure. Her mother had no spine at all.
 
   "Ashleigh? What happened then?"
 
   "I called 911."
 
   "So, the police came to the Short Stop and picked you up?"
 
   "Yeah, and I took them to my driveway to show them the car, and...the dead guy." There was no point in mentioning Jeremy. They had a fight and he ran off somewhere to get some pot. She didn't know if he ever intended to come back.
 
   "What else?" The teenager squirmed, and sighed heavily. Could be a sign of dishonesty. Sometimes suspects squirmed because they felt trapped in a situation like this.
 
   "That's it. Except the cops started pushin' up on me." 
 
   The detective pulled her cigarettes out of her blazer pocket, lit one, and placed the pack in front of Ashleigh, the silver Zippo lighter on top of it. The girl gratefully lit another one. "Now tell me, have you ever seen that car before?"
 
   The girl's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "No...should I seen it before?"
 
   "It's just a question."
 
   "I don't remember seein' it."
 
   Traywick blew out a lung full of smoke. "We ran a check on the plates. It's registered to Jeremy Donovan. Know him?"
 
   Crap. "No."
 
   From within the Peekabooth, Officer Branch knew that was a lie. He'd been the arresting officer when Mr. Huff attacked the Donovan kid and injured Ashleigh. It never ceased to amaze him how many people thought there was no centralized information at the Police Department. He glanced at Karma. She was shaking her head almost imperceptibly. She knew it was a lie, too, somehow.
 
   "Don't you have a boyfriend named Jeremy?"
 
   "He wad't my boyfriend." Thump.
 
   "Why are you lying? I have two police reports. One from your fall down the apartment stairs, and one for the other day when your father was arrested for assault and battery against you and Jeremy. So, let's just cut the crap."
 
   Traywick put the cigarette in the ashtray and leaned her elbows on the table, interlacing her fingers and staring at Ashleigh, knowing the technique usually encouraged an elaboration from the suspect. She hoped Branch was paying attention.
 
   "Okay, yeah. He was my boyfriend. But he ain't no more. I just didn't wanna be nailed for anything. He messed around with things he shoulda left alone. Someone finally got mad, I guess." The girl watched the smoke from Traywick's cigarette spiral into the air.
 
   "Before we go any further, I want to let you know what your rights are...you have the right to remain silent, anything you say—"
 
   "Am I under arrest?"
 
   "No, but since you just lied to me, you are a suspect. You need to know your rights. You have—"
 
   "A suspect? Why am I a suspect?"
 
   "Ashleigh, let me read you your rights, and then we'll talk."
 
   Ashleigh nodded, pulling at the bottom of her T-Shirt.
 
   Traywick completed the Miranda warning. "Now, what things did he mess around with?"
 
   "Just...you know. Stuff he could get in trouble with." Ashleigh had an enlightened moment. "That's why I didn't wanna have nothin' to do with him anymore. That's why I dumped him." 
 
   Traywick sighed. "Did you get mad enough at Jeremy to lose your temper?"
 
   "I told you, I didn't do nothin'!"
 
   "He was the father of your baby. You fell down the stairs recently and lost that baby. Maybe he pushed you, maybe you fought, and just lost your balance. But you were mad."
 
   She stared at Traywick, her jaw set firmly, then her brows furrowed, and her eyes darted around the room. "It was an accident." Thump. Ashleigh squeezed her eyes shut.
 
   "Are you sure?" That reaction again. Firm jaw, the frown, the darting eyes.
 
   "I didn't kill him!" Ashleigh placed an elbow on the table, gnawing distractedly on her fisted-thumb. She jack-hammered the cigarette out in the ashtray.
 
   Traywick shuffled a few pages in the file in front of her. "What about your father? He met with a rather unsightly death."
 
   "So?"
 
   "That's two people close to you, who are now dead. That doesn't look good, Ashleigh."
 
   "I didn't kill Jeremy! I didn't kill my father!"
 
   "Why would I believe you? You already lied to me." Traywick leaned back again, and shot a meaningful glance toward the one-way glass.
 
   Karma frowned. Her degree in Criminal Psychology, and her training at Quantico FBI Academy was a handy thing, but she preferred to use her intuition. She would have to be closer to the girl to know what was really going on. And she'd have to block out the pheromones emanating from Officer Branch. She glanced over at him and he smiled, then bent back to his notes.
 
   Traywick pushed herself up. "Stay here. I'll be right back." The detective left the room and entered the door to the Peekabooth. "What do you think, Karma? Getting anything?"
 
   Branch frowned between the two, unsure of Karma's role in this interrogation.
 
   Karma turned back and watched the girl pull another cigarette from the pack Traywick had left on the table, light it, and pull on it hungrily, glancing guiltily toward the door. "Let me talk to her."
 
   Traywick showed her out and into the interrogation room. "Ashleigh, this is Ms. Kensington."
 
   In the Peekabooth, Branch scribbled the name Kensington on his notepad, circling it.
 
   "—she's working on the case with us." Traywick continued. "She wants to ask you a few questions."
 
   Karma went to her, and offered a hand. Ashleigh looked at Karma's extended hand oddly for a moment, and then shook it. Karma held the handshake for a few seconds before letting go. She took a seat next to Detective Traywick. "Ashleigh, can you tell me a little about your relationship with Jeremy?"
 
   The girl glanced at Traywick, then looked down. Thump. "I guess. What do you want to know?"
 
   "How did you meet him?"
 
   "At work. But I didn't know him very well until he gave me a ride home one night."
 
   "Did you two get along well?"
 
   Her shoulders lifted in a quick shrug. Thump. "I guess."
 
   "There was something disturbing about him wasn't there?"
 
   Ashleigh squinted at Karma, and then over at the detective. "Not any more than most guys."
 
   Karma propped her elbows on the table and placed her fingertips over her closed eyes for a long moment. "Did he like children?"
 
   Ashleigh measured Karma, feeling threatened. "Yeah."
 
   "How much?" Karma stared at her, and the girl closed up.
 
   "He wanted the baby, if that's what you mean."
 
   Karma nodded, and stood up. "Okay," she told Traywick. Then to the girl, "I'll have the detective bring you a Coke."
 
   The girl smiled suddenly. "How'd you know I wanted a Coke?"
 
   Karma winked at her. "You look thirsty."
 
   Detective Traywick gave Karma a knowing look.
 
   The two of them walked out, and Karma followed Traywick down the hall. Within seconds, Branch had joined them at the Coke machine.
 
   "Branch, you've met Karma Kensington?"
 
   Their eyes met briefly. "We've met," Karma said demurely.
 
   Traywick studied Karma, then Branch, and rolled her eyes, but pressed on. "Now what else can you tell me about her, other than she wants a Coke?" Traywick fed coins into the slot, and punched the button. The can fell with a clunk.
 
   "She's lying."
 
   "I didn't need a psychic to tell me that. I have that domestic disturbance call report."
 
   Branch's eyebrows lifted in surprise. Psychic?
 
   "She's not lying about what you think," Karma added.
 
   "Oh?"
 
   Karma wrapped a hand around the crystal dangling precariously above a formidable cleavage, from a chain around her neck. The motion served to pull Branch's eyes to her chest. He was unable to stop a swift, vivid image of her long red nails leaving equally crimson trails down his back.
 
   "Jeremy had some sort of...not sure what—but it makes her very uncomfortable. It has something to do with the baby she lost, but I don't think he was responsible for her losing it. There's an undercurrent there...I feel it's about her father. Was she abused?"
 
   "Don't know. Maybe. I'll check into it." 
 
   "I feel like she's been victimized by her father for a long time. Bad stuff. That's where the anger comes from."
 
   Traywick leaned against the machine. "Is that your psych degree or your crystal ball talking?"
 
   "Does it matter? I use them each interchangeably." 
 
   Traywick took a deep breath, and tried to ignore the smirk on the bald officer's lips. She switched the Coke to her other hand and rubbed the condensation on her pants. "Okay—you know I'm a bit skeptical, I mean, about all this psychic stuff, but you have a good track record...in both areas...I hope you're not offended."
 
   "It's cool. There's something else...I saw. I don't know what this means, but I saw a wooden handled knife with blood on it, and a snake, cut in half."
 
   Branch's mouth dropped open. He had read the file earlier and his first thought was—
 
   "Did you hear about this somewhere else?" Traywick blurted.
 
   "Hear about what?"
 
   "The killer hit Donovan on the head, took a wooden-handled butcher knife and cut off his penis. Is Ashleigh angry enough to do that?"
 
   Karma winced at the vivid details, and noticed Branch shifting uncomfortably to one side. "I don't think she did it. I don't think she killed her father, either."
 
   "What else can you tell me?"
 
   "Well, to answer that from a criminal psych point of view I need more information, but speaking from the other area, now, my gift is not an exact science. Sometimes I see things and I'm not sure what they mean. Usually it's symbolic, like the snake. But—"
 
   "Just tell me what you saw."
 
   "A toilet."
 
   "A toilet?"
 
   "Yes. Well, we know what the obvious reference is to bodily function, or maybe privacy ...but it could mean anything."
 
   Traywick's face went ashen. "Keep this under your hat, but both victims were urinated on."
 
   "Charming."
 
   Traywick gyrated her neck until the catch released itself, and said on a breath, "Okay. Thanks for your help. I know you have to go. Sorry about the crystal ball comment."
 
   "Not a problem, Detective." Karma nodded in acknowledgment, "Officer Branch."—and stepped away. She cast a glance back at him, still standing by the Coke machine, watching her exit.
 
   "What was that?" Traywick wanted to know.
 
   Branch just grinned. "That...was something special, I believe."
 
   Traywick's lips spread into the first genuine smile Branch had seen since he started working with her. "Okay, okay. Let's let Ashleigh stew for a few minutes and go to that meeting."
 
   Branch tore his eyes from the door where Karma had gone and followed Traywick to the General Purpose room.
 
   Outside the precinct, Karma was feeling overwhelmed again. She needed that hike in the mountains more than ever now. Her pack was already in the old VW van. She headed for Smuggler's Notch.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Traywick tossed the fresh pack of cigarettes on the table in front of the girl. "Let's talk some more."
 
   "I already told you everything I know, over and over." Ashleigh reached for the pack and unwrapped the cellophane, while Traywick thought about the cellophane cocoon that had been Leonard Huff's demise. The girl pulled out a cigarette and reached for the book of matches Traywick produced from a pocket. "Are you holdin' me 'cause I'm under arrest, or just 'cause you want to torture me?"
 
   Traywick hadn't mentioned the note to Karma. She wanted to hold something back in case Karma came up with it on her own. She had to keep testing for accuracy, or she couldn't completely trust her.
 
   The detective had provided the police graphologist with the report that Ashleigh filled out during the Domestic Disturbance call. She asked him to compare the handwriting against the Achilles Forjan note. It was not a match. The note had no fingerprints, either. But Traywick wanted to be thorough just the same. "Was the baby Jeremy's?"
 
   The girl frowned. "Of course it was Jeremy's."
 
   "Did your father ever do anything sexual to you?"
 
   Her hand stilled, holding the flame of the match centimeters from the end of the cigarette. "No." She lit it, took a long pull. Thump.
 
   "The baby you were carrying—"
 
   "I know where you're goin' with this, and you're barkin' up the wrong tree. My father was a sick fuck, but even he wouldn't do something like that." Ashleigh stood up and walked to the window, staring out through the bars, smoking.
 
   "People lose their tempers, Ashleigh. Things happen. Did you finally lose your temper with Jeremy? With your father?"
 
   "Don't I get a public freakin' defender? I'm not supposed to talk to you without one, right?"
 
   "You're not under arrest. But you could be, if you don't cooperate."
 
   "So if I'm not under arrest, that means I can just walk out of here, now, right?"
 
   Uh Oh. Now she'd have to turn up the heat. The girl was slipping through her fingers. She needed that phone call from the forensics team. "Right, but then we'd have to just arrest you for something else. Trouble seems to follow you around. We searched your father's house after he died, and we're searching it again right now. If we find anything, and you haven't told me about it, I won't be able to cut you any slack. Your ass is grass at that point. It would be so much easier if you just answer the questions."
 
   Ashleigh smoked, stared out the window for long moments.
 
   Traywick pushed ahead. "Are you lying about anything else, Ashleigh? 
 
   "No."
 
   "You're lying, Ashleigh. Why are you lying to me?"
 
   "I'm not lyin'. I lied about knowin' Jeremy, but I didn't wanna get blamed for killin' 'im."
 
   "If you're keeping something from me, it'll only make things worse for you, Ashleigh."
 
   The girl looked frightened then. "I'm leavin', now. You said I could go?"
 
   Traywick leaned back in her chair, considering the girl, who was standing at the edge of the table. Traywick understood the need for abuse victims to block out trauma. Maybe the girl was doing this. Or maybe she was just being honest.
 
   As Ashleigh dropped the cigarette on the floor and mashed it under her foot defiantly, Traywick's cell phone chirped. Finally!
 
   She lifted a hand to stop Ashleigh from walking out. "Traywick—yes, what was it?" She listened for a few seconds and glanced at Ashleigh. "Do tell?" she said into the phone. "Thanks." She closed the phone and clipped it back into the case at her side. "Would you like something to eat, Ashleigh?"
 
   The girl's brow furrowed.
 
   "I'd be happy to get you something. Have it sent to your cell."
 
   "Cell?"
 
   "Oh, did I forget to mention you're going to be here for a while?"
 
   "What for? What are you talking about? I thought you said I could go?"
 
   "That was before the phone call. I've got some new evidence that allows me to hold you a while longer. They found a cutlery set at your father's house. It matches the knife used to castrate your boyfriend."
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 12 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Shouting. Loud voices. Something's wrong.
 
   Amy's eyes came open groggily, and she tried to focus on the sounds. Someone was having an argument. She wanted them to stop. She wanted to drift back to sleep, but the shouting continued. Japanese. They were speaking Japanese. She looked at the clock. 1:27 a.m. She had been asleep a blessed 8 hours.
 
   She raised up and stretched, popping vertebrae in her neck and back. She felt stiff, but rested. From the sheet impressions on her arms, she guessed she must have remained motionless the entire time.
 
   They were still shouting, so she pulled on her jeans and a T-shirt, and shoved her socked feet into her Birks. The language of parental discontent was universal, so Amy needed no expertise in the Japanese dialect. Outside, the voices were louder, no longer muffled by the walls of her room. It was coming from the office. She passed under several lights outside the room doors, and pushed open the lobby door.
 
   Kenji was standing by the front desk, waving his bony arms and shouting, periodically clutching his stomach. Perspiration dotted his upper lip and stained his T-shirt. As Shim released another torrent of Japanese reprimands, the boy advanced on his father angrily, pushing a fist into his father's nose. Shim was the color of tomato juice, as he held a hand to the blood.
 
   Amy rushed forward and caught Kenji's arm on the back swing, preventing him from landing another blow. "Stop it, Kenji!" Without intention, her action knocked Kenji to the floor, as easily as if he were a rag doll. The boy was even thinner than the last time she saw him. He grappled to his feet, clutching his stomach again and bending over in pain. She recognized the signs of heroin withdrawal.
 
   Shim took a deep breath. He shuffled to the desk and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, dabbing at his nose.
 
   Another string of Japanese expletives spilled from Kenji's throat. "Back off!" she told him firmly.
 
   Going to the little man, she checked the condition of his face. She had obviously not seen the first blow. There was a bruise below his right eye from a previous assault. His nose was swollen and red. "It might be broken," she told him.
 
   Kenji stormed out, and Amy led the old gentleman to a chair. "What was that about?"
 
   "Kenji-son want money. I tell him no. He going to buy drugs!"
 
   "Calm down, Shim. Take a breath." She peered around the empty lobby, saw the local tourist brochures scattered on the floor, no doubt caused by the struggle between them.
 
   She looked out at the squealing of tires. Kenji was already on his way to self-imposed doom.
 
   "He got no money, so he can't buy drugs."
 
   "There are many ways to come up with money, Shim." She was sorry she said it. Withholding funds was the only hope the old man had left. "You can't make him stop, Shim. He's addicted. He has to decide to stop."
 
   He nodded, his head down, dabbing at his nose.
 
   Stupid kid.
 
   Amy went to the phone and picked up the receiver. "I'll call the police—"
 
   "No!" Shim jumped up. "No call police!"
 
   "He assaulted you, Shim."
 
   "I no want police. I no want my Kenji-son to go to jail!"
 
   She studied the man's face, thinking about how it would be better than Kenji in the city morgue. But she saw the resolve on his features. There was only so much she could do. "Don't confront him anymore, Shim. He'll just hurt you again. You have to let him go."
 
   The man pinched at the bridge of his nose, more swollen and turning dark.
 
   "I'll go get my bag and clean that up for you, but you should go see your doctor."
 
   He nodded, and Amy headed for her room.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   After taking care of Shim's injuries, he sheepishly said, "Thanks for help. And for cheese."
 
   She smiled, remembering the cheese wheel she'd left him. She wondered if Tony had eaten any of the others. Was he constipated yet? She returned to her room, trying to push Kenji out of her mind. He was a lost cause. And he'd probably end up killing himself or someone else. Amy was fearful the 'someone else' might be his Dad. She liked the old man and didn't want to see him hurt. He loved his son, but got none of that love back. He'd lost his wife a year before, and now he was losing his son. Amy could relate to his heartache. Kenji could also be around for a long time, making his poor father's life hell.
 
   Amy wanted a drink. She didn't drink—not really. The beer she'd had at the house when Tony left was the first one in—how long? A year? But she was suddenly craving it. Maybe she'd just go down to the Short Stop and get something. Another beer.
 
   She glanced around for her wallet, but couldn't find it. A thorough search of the room did not produce it either. Strange. She tried to think of the last time she had it. Maybe when she stopped at the gas station. Amy went outside in the darkness and unlocked the Yukon, leaning over to release the glove box door. Her wallet was there. She tossed it in the passenger seat and drove to the convenience store.
 
   When she returned, she sat at the table, wrote in her journal. And she drank, thinking of how uncharacteristic it was of her. The first time the nocturnal disturbances began to plague her, it was New Year's Eve, last year.
 
   That last December 31st, Tony was spending the holiday with his mother on a cruise ship headed for the Bahamas. Amy was off work, but on call, and couldn't have gone anyway. Tony made some snide remark about her job being more important than him, and left in a huff. That night, she had awakened from a vivid dream about an accident on Highway 89. To clear the images from her mind, she'd turned on the television, hoping to find something other than Dick Clark in Times Square. What she found was an in-depth report on the design of the New Year's Eve Ball by Waterford Crystal. She pushed buttons on her remote control and swept past local news, her eye catching a report. There had been an accident on Highway 89. The details were an almost exact rendering of her dream. She had turned off the TV, feeling more disturbed than ever. Getting dressed, she had just started walking. She walked from her house on North Prospect, West on Pearl. The snow was falling hard, and she pulled on her gloves, her Caribou boots crunching into the covering of powder on the sidewalk. All the shops were adorned with a panoply of Christmas lights and decorations. They would be up for another few days, and she was glad she got a chance to enjoy them.
 
   She turned South on Church Street and found herself near the pedestrian mall. Above her, was the outline of a coffee cup on one of the shingles in the row of shops, and she headed for it.
 
   Peering in the front windows of The Karma Kafé, she saw that there was a large gathering of revelers. She didn't feel like socializing, but was in dire need of a hot cup of coffee to warm her bones. She pushed over to the counter and ordered a Raspberry Mocha cappuccino.
 
   Turning with the cup in hand, a party-goer bumped her, and the cappuccino splashed onto her jacket.
 
   "Oh, sorry!" The well-endowed woman with long, rippled, Bordeaux-colored hair touched Amy's arm, steadying the cup.
 
   "That's okay—" Amy answered tolerantly.
 
   "Oh no it's not. Hang on—" The woman gestured over their heads at the waiter "Yo! Georgia! Damp towel!" She leaned in and caught the cloth in mid-air.
 
   Amy took it and wiped the spill off her jacket. "My jacket is waterproof—so, I think most of it ended up on the floor," she called over the din in the room.
 
   "That's on the house," the woman said.
 
   "What?"
 
   She pointed to the coffee spill. "It's on the house." She smiled engagingly, pointing to the floor where the spill was. "See?" She laughed delightedly at her own joke. "I'm Karma Kensington." She extended a hand in introduction.
 
   "Oh! You're the owner?" Amy clasped the woman's hand, and noticed that Karma held onto it a few beats longer than customary.
 
   "Well I think it owns me, really."
 
   Amy understood, then, taking her outstretched hand. "Well, thank you. I just wanted—"
 
   "I know," she said, cutting her off. "Follow me. I can get us through this crowd—people always move out of the road when they see tits like these coming!"
 
   Karma led her to an attached conference room in the back and offered her a seat at the rough trestle table. The room was lit by candles and Christmas lights. "You're not a party animal. This is one of those 'oooohhmmmm' sorta rooms," she said, closing her eyes and touching her middle fingers to her thumbs as if clinking imaginary finger symbols. Amy noticed the bright red fingernails and the assortment of rings on each finger. "Maybe you'd just like to enjoy your coffee, warm up."
 
   Amy smiled. "What are you, psychic?"
 
   "Yes," Karma answered matter-of-factly. "I'll be in the main room if you need anything. Enjoy your cappuccino." She waggled the red nails at her and swept out. As Amy watched her in awe, her eyes fell to the small unassuming sign over another doorway outside in the main room. The Reading Room. Psychic Readings by Karma.
 
   Karma popped in and out of the room during the next couple of hours, checking on Amy. After the obligatory countdown, she appeared again, and they talked over beer.
 
   Karma was well-known for her gift of insight; she had prophetic dreams and visions, and was becoming adept at channeling. Amy felt the meeting was, ironically, a karmic one. Naturally, their conversation moved in that direction. She learned a great deal from Karma that night. She learned that some people are just more tapped in to their intuition than others. Amy was fearful that she couldn't count herself in that company. Karma said she hoped to develop her gifts so that she could help others with it. Amy just wanted the nightmares and visions to stop.
 
   Now, in this motel room almost nine months after her first encounter with Karma—Tony no longer a part of her life—Amy was afflicted with more nightmares, and the visions were reappearing as well. Her thoughts turned to Karma. Since her job and Tony had occupied her time since then, she had not been back to the café. She had to talk to someone, and Karma was the best candidate. She would go in a few hours and ask for her advice.
 
   She went back to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The ornate soapbox where his father hid money was empty. Kenji cursed, and threw the box in the floor. He couldn't ask for money; he knew it would not be given.
 
   If he could have one more fix, maybe he could find a way to stop. He'd already cut down to once a day. He could hit that Short Stop on Main. It wouldn't have many customers at this hour of the morning. Kenji knew his father would return from the grocery store any minute, and he couldn't take the chance of stealing from the cash register; that part-time girl was watching the front. He spied the dresser and yanked open the top drawer, rifling through it. He came up with fifty dollars hidden in a sock. It would be enough for now. If he had to turn to robbery after that, then so be it.
 
   When he made his way to the back of Sully's, Rum was waiting for him.
 
   "Got the cash this time?"
 
   Kenji smiled nervously and tossed the fifty on the table. Rum pocketed the bill and waited.
 
   "I need—"
 
   "I know what you need, boy."
 
   "I paid—"
 
   "You think that one little favor was payment in full? This'll cover the rest of that. If you want some stuff today, you pay again. That's how it works, see. You pay me, and I give you the dope."
 
   "It's—it's all I have—"
 
   Rum raised his hand and waved at the boy. "See ya."
 
   A fresh pain gnawed at his stomach.
 
   "Course, there's always the other method of payment."
 
   Before he could think about it too much, Kenji headed for the store room, with Rum close behind.
 
   The biker locked the door behind them, pulled the balloon from his pocket and placed the sealed end between his teeth as he had done the last time—letting it dangle there as a tease. "Take off your clothes, boy." 
 
   Kenji stared at him dumbly.
 
   "I need to be sure you're not wired. Take your clothes off."
 
   He only hesitated a second before removing his shoes and socks, followed by the khaki pants and T-shirt. Rum growled, "All of it."
 
   Kenji removed his boxers. With a red face, Kenji turned around and stood before the big man.
 
   Rum unzipped, reached to the supply shelf, and thumbed the top off a large plastic petroleum jelly jar. He dug his fingers in and slathered the translucent goop on his penis, stroking it as he stared at the boy.
 
   Kenji saw that the man was growing firm quickly. He couldn't bear to look at his hungry, hateful eyes. If he had to become visual stimulation for the man to jack off by, then he'd just have to close his eyes until it was over. At least it was better than having that pink tube of flesh in his mouth.
 
   Without warning, he felt Rum's hand on his neck, pushing him into the stack of liquor boxes. He was spun to his stomach over the cardboard. God, no. Not that.
 
   Rum held the dark hair at the back of the boy's head roughly, and rubbed his penis along the boy's crevice. "I learned to appreciate a tight ass when I was in the joint." In prison, Rum learned that if you didn't want to be a fuckee, you had to be the fucker. For those who needed a fix, ass was the going currency, in lieu of money or cigarettes. After a while, it was just an ass. A hole was a hole. And it wasn't like you couldn't imagine it was the hole of some pin-up beauty.
 
   "No...please—" Kenji pleaded.
 
   "This is how it works, boy. You get a little behind, and I get a little behind." He laughed rudely, shoving his swollen member into the boy.
 
   Kenji screamed.
 
   Rum pounded him ferociously. "Got me some a that tight Jap-ass, huh, Kenji?"
 
   No more! No more! What have I become?! Kenji's mind screeched.
 
   He reached for a Jack Daniels bottle on the shelf and swung it as he turned, striking Rum in the side of the head. Kenji snatched the balloon from the floor where it had fallen from Rum's teeth, and left all else but his pants, which he pulled on frantically. As Rum slowly began to recover from the blow, Kenji ran, aware that his bladder was letting go—another added humiliation. Escaping the bar like a burning building, tears streamed down his cheeks, several bikers laughed at the wetness spreading down the front of Kenji's khakis.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Early morning customers lined up at the counter and ordered their addictions as Amy entered the café. The manager told her that Karma was not there. Amy told the woman, Georgia, that she was an old friend, but hadn't seen Karma in some time. Georgia admitted, then, that Karma was hiking in the mountains. When Amy wanted to know where, she could tell Georgia was suspicious. Amy pulled out her EMS paramedic I.D. to show her, and had added assistance in credibility when Officers Branch and Tackett stepped into the café and waved at her. This seemed to still the woman's fears.
 
   "She usually goes to Smuggler's Notch. She likes the East side of the Sterling Range—there's a loop there. But it might be like finding a needle in a haystack—"
 
   "I'm good with needles." Amy thanked her and went over to the cops' table. "Hey guys."
 
   "Hey, Spenser." Tackett nodded at her.
 
   Branch accepted the take-out cups of dark roast from the waitress. "We heard you're on a leave of absence."
 
   "Yeah. Burnout."
 
   "Understood," Officer Branch said, taking the lid off his cup. His scalp was pink from a fresh morning shave.
 
   Amy slid into an empty chair across from them. "Hey, I haven't been able to stop thinking about that cellophane guy. Are there any suspects?"
 
   "Not yet. The wife was cleared. She was at the Women's shelter with corroborating witnesses during the time of the murder. She came back to the house to get some of her things, evidently, and found him. She ran back to the shelter and told them. They're the ones who called it in."
 
   "That's horrible."
 
   "Yeah, and now, that Jeremy kid is dead, too. There have been several murders lately with the same M.O. Perp left a note and pissed on the victims. Looks like we have a serial on our hands."
 
   "God. You seem to know a lot about this case—"
 
   Tackett grinned at Branch. "He's moving up in the world."
 
   Amy lifted her eyebrows in curiosity.
 
   Branch smiled. "I've been assigned to work with Traywick on the case."
 
   "You're a detective, now?"
 
   "Well, partly. I still have to take the test, but the Chief put me on the fast track."
 
   "Congrats, Branch."
 
   "Thanks." Branch scratched at his slick head, and a red mark remained when he took his finger away. She watched it fade. Amy stood. "I'm gonna get some coffee." She stepped to the counter and ordered a Raspberry Mocha Cappuccino.
 
   While she waited, several bikers came in, clad in the obligatory leather and boots. One of them, an unshaven behemoth, came up behind her, and when she turned to glance at him, he gave her a solicitous smile.
 
   "Hi," she said simply.
 
   "Afternoon, Darlin'." He leaned one elbow on the counter and regarded her with unabashed curiosity. "I haven't seen you in here before, sweet thang."
 
   "Just getting some coffee."
 
   "I know a couple things better than coffee." He leered at her.
 
   "No thanks." She took the cup from Georgia, behind the counter, who sent her a silent expression of commiseration.
 
   "Hey, Spenser—" Branch called. Amy returned to the officer's table. "Stay away from them, girl," Branch warned, squinting at the big biker. "Especially him. That's Rum, and he's bad news." He took a sip from the to-go cup they were always served in. Wait-staff there knew that Cops were often sitting down and then getting right back up for a call.
 
   "I got that impression, yes."
 
   Predictably, Dispatch came through the radios, and Branch accepted the call at the mic clipped to his shoulder. "Ten four, Three—Victor-two responding." He put the lid back on his coffee. "No rest for the weary." Branch stood and he and Tackett headed for the door.
 
   On her way out, she glanced at Rum, who was still standing at the table, watching her. He grabbed his crotch suggestively. She turned and stepped out.
 
   A half-hour later, Amy was on her way to the mountain, her backpack loaded.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 13 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   This was the last time. He hoped it would be a good one. He wanted the ice moving through his veins and clenching at the chaos. Just once more.
 
   Kenji sat shirtless and in bare feet against the Dumpster; the front of his pants still wet with his own urine. He sharpened the needle on the phosphorus of the matchbook, and set the syringe in his lap while he dumped half the contents of the balloon into the spoon, leaning toward the spigot for some water on top of it. Snatching a cigarette butt from the ground, he tore the cotton from the filter with his teeth, and placed it in the concoction, and lit two matches under the metal. His eyes darted around to make sure he was still alone, and he noticed a torn pamphlet from the front desk. Specials at lodges on the mountain...vacation packages. Kenji wished he could have his own vacation. An escape from this needle he now placed into the cotton to suck up this bane his body screamed for. This was the last time.
 
   He pierced his skin and pulled out to register the dark blood before pushing the liquid into his vein, holding his breath for a moment, savoring. Good stuff, this time, he thought. No cut. But it was the last time. He might as well enjoy it. As the chill enveloped him, he felt his muscles relax. Everything was okay, now. It wasn't that bad. He'd find a way to make things right again. He'd apologize to his father; tell him how much he loved him for taking care of him all these years. He'd visit his mother's grave again. Ask for her forgiveness. The worry was seeping away like dying tentacles.
 
   Just behind the hedge along the Fuzzy Antler Motel driveway, there was a rustling; a dark figure emerged, silhouetted in the accusing light of coming dawn. The form loomed over the boy, bending after a moment to pick up the balloon with the remaining heroin, and the syringe that had dropped from Kenji's hand.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Eyes closed, breathing relaxed and deep...mmmmmm...Feeling the oxygen, hearing the Northern Shrike singing, the breeze caressing the trees...mmmmmm ...my mind is clear of all encumbrances...
 
   Her thoughts wandered to Officer Branch. She called up an image of his face, smiling, and felt a slight humming in her body.
 
   Karma took another deep breath and lifted her eyelids. Java was staring at her curiously. The brindle greyhound still wondered what she was doing when she sat so still with her eyes closed, humming. He had been warming his belly on the flat rock beneath them, and now, he crawled to her, pulling himself along with his paws and laid his chin on her leg.
 
   "That's my sweet baby Java-dog, yes it is," she cooed, ruffling the sides of his face. "Who's the sweet baby? You are!" she kissed him and unfolded her legs to stand, ready, now, to continue their hike up the mountain trail.
 
    


 
   
  
 

~ 14 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Absurd, like a monk in a brothel, the brindle greyhound had appeared, and fallen in step with her as easily as could be. Somewhere along the path that wound through the September Spruce, Fir and Hemlock of the Green Mountains, the thin, leonine animal had simply joined her on the journey. Amy looked down at him periodically, and he looked up at her, a calm, friendly demeanor about him, large soupy eyes below expressive brows. They continued—she, trudging along the trail with her pack, thankful for her Caribou boots—and the dog, beside her. Through the sometimes brief window of opportunity, she acknowledged that there were those peculiar little arrangements made by the universe.
 
   When she was not thinking about the dog, she was engaged with heavy thoughts about those kids in the median a few weeks ago; about the breakup with Tony; how close she came to ending her own life. The wind was a howling incantation of her own black spirit. Her momentary elation had vanished. She had lost everything. Her career. The man she loved. Her home. And now she seemed to have been adopted by this dog. An odd, discrepant creature. A token from some unseen benevolent spirit, to remind her, perhaps, that all was not lost, and she must begin again. Start with dogs, move to people again.
 
   The path snaked upward, toward a rocky hillside, and she followed it. Karma had to be on this loop somewhere, and if she continued to follow it, she was bound to find her. The two of them continued their trek up the path.
 
   When she reached the crest, the temperature had dropped a few degrees. The leaves were already beginning to flare with bright Fall colors.
 
   Amy stopped to remove her pack, untied the flannel shirt from her waist, and put it on. She also retrieved the bag of salsa flavored sunflower seeds, tore open a corner and dumped a bunch on her tongue, moving the wad of shells to one side of her mouth. Though it had been a while since she'd had them, she maintained an addiction to the snack, having begun the habit as a way of poking fun at the male paramedics who chewed tobacco or dipped Skoal. She was quite adept at cracking them open on the free side of her mouth, digging the seed out with her adroit tongue, and jettisoning the shells out like little black missiles. It was a skill she was absurdly proud of, and she enjoyed the game now—ignoring her depression, targeting the trees she passed.
 
   Amy took a drink from the canteen, washing down some of the extra salt, enjoying the sting the seeds made on the inside of her cheek. Normally, she wouldn't be seen in public spitting these seeds like some country bumpkin, but out here, she thought, who the hell would ever know? She could parade naked like Lady Godiva, and only scandalize the squirrels.
 
   Minutes later, she breathed in the tree-speckled vista before her, the reds and oranges of Maple leaves, the verdant forest flanked by a nearby stream. She knew Vermont was named for the French words verd and mont, meaning Green Mountain, which was where early explorers first enjoyed the view. Amy was glad she'd made the trip, even though she was out of shape and the hiking was arduous. She could feel the sweat leaving her pores like dirty memories; like a smoker's nicotine in a sauna. Only the feeling was not hot, but altogether cool and refreshing.
 
   Moving carefully down the descending path, she basked in the rush of sensation to her brain, forcing herself to think about pleasant old memories, allowing them to surface and dance around in her somewhat less chaotic brain.
 
   An hour later, she stopped to rest at a small trail shelter. She gave the greyhound some water in one of her folding paper cups, and then poured some for herself. They shared a Powerbar. Tired, but content, she lay back on the bench provided, her head on her pack and closed her eyes, enjoying the silence of the forest, the caressing breeze, the absolute absence of sirens. She knew why Karma went hiking, now. She wondered why she'd never developed much interest in it. Perhaps her job had kept her from living her life. Perhaps Tony had been right.
 
   Amy drifted off, with the greyhound stretched out next to her on the ground.
 
   The hypodermic needle was huge, and was chasing the faceless boy. The boy tripped and fell, and the hypodermic plunged into him repeatedly, as if controlled by an unseen power. The boy went limp.
 
   Amy's eyes shot open. Tree limbs swayed in the breeze, and she reestablished her whereabouts. Another damn dream. She took a deep breath and sat up. The greyhound was sitting upright, watching her. She patted him on the head. "Let's get going." Donning her pack, she and the dog headed around another bend.
 
   The melancholy was back. Amy cursed her brain; its ability to jerk from good to bad so quickly. Why couldn't she hold onto the good part? She took a breath and tried to absorb more of the beauty around her. But the trees became menacing, their limbs clawing at her jeaned legs. Every so often, she stroked the greyhound absently, needing to feel that warmth of a living body. Needing comfort from some creature—any creature. The hound looked up at her with soupy eyes, and Amy began to cry.
 
   When she reached the last trail shelter, it was empty. She stood there, like a spiritual pilgrim arriving at the Dalai Lama's door, only to discover the Master had died. She felt dead, now. The images that had drifted into her mind had cast a pall over her momentarily uplifted spirit. Why couldn't she hang onto that okay-ness? She prayed that somehow she'd get a foothold on the slippery rocks of her life, as easily as she did on the side of this mountain. How much of it was some out-of-balance chemical in her brain, and how much simply behavioral, or just a stress response? After so many years of having the two twisted up together, it was hard to discern where one stopped and the other began.
 
   A sharp sound broke from the edge of the tree line to her right. Dog and human both jerked their eyes in that direction.
 
   What she saw made her pulse jump, gave her tingles at the back of her neck. It was huge. A mass of brown fur on spindly legs. The moose sniffed the air and leveled a cold gaze in their direction, standing statue-still for what seemed an eternity. She wondered, inanely, why it didn't fall forward from the weight of its fat lips, large head, and rack of antlers. Then it brayed low in its throat and lowered its bone-adorned head, hackles up. A nanosecond later, the beast began to lumber toward them quickly.
 
   Amy headed for the shelter and scrambled up the side to the roof. Then she remembered the greyhound. She couldn't let him be stomped to death by a moose, even if she didn't know who he belonged to. But what could she do? Was she saving herself, again, as others died?
 
   She had one hand on the trunk of a small tree that had grown in an arc over the shelter, as the Moose charged toward her. Amy pulled herself up onto the tree limb, squatting on it. When the greyhound dashed up and whined, the behemoth snorted, and shot after the hound with surprising speed. The two of them disappeared into the trees, the sounds of the Moose's anger echoing back to her.
 
   Contrary to what cartoons would suggest, a moose was a dangerous animal. There were several moose attacks reported in the Winter of every year. Irate moose have knocked large men off snowmobiles and kicked them viciously with all four of their feet; they've attacked police cruisers, vacationers, and many dogs.
 
   Dogs. She feared the worst for the hound. She saw his kind eyes peering up at her from the trail again, and swallowed the lump that rose in her throat. Was this to be another death, then?  She sent a silent, awkward prayer into the heavens.
 
   "Helllloooo!" came a faint cry.
 
   Amy searched the trees around her.
 
   "Up here!" the voice said.
 
   She looked up into the tree in shock, staring at the woman who was perched in the crook of two large limbs, curled against the trunk, one bleeding leg wrapped in a bandanna. "What the hell?"
 
   The woman stirred, hugging the tree and looking down as if frightened. "Oh thank God—" she rasped.
 
   Amy could not see her face clearly at first; only the wide-brimmed hat that flopped all around her face. "What are you doing up there?"
 
   The woman cleared her throat. "Moose was chasing me. Nearly got me, too."
 
   "Looks like he DID get you." Something familiar about her.
 
   "I fell asleep until I heard the commotion."
 
   "Can you get down?"
 
   "I don't know, I think I'm married to this tree, now." 
 
   Amy gave a half-laugh, realizing; recognizing the voice. "Karma?"
 
   The woman turned around on the limb awkwardly. "Oh, my God. Amy?"
 
   Their reunion was interrupted by the sound of the greyhound returning from the woods, having escaped the furious cloven hooves of the Moose.
 
   "Java!" she called happily. The dog whined.
 
   "You two won't need introductions, then?"
 
   "No, he's my dog. Or I'm his human, more likely. He baited the Moose to get him away from me. I've been waiting for the coast to clear, or for him to bring help, whichever came first."
 
   Either the dog was more well-trained than she imagined, or the woman was unusually faithful. "Well, good old Java baited the Moose for me, too, just now."
 
   She slid down onto the roof and repositioned closer to the bigger tree, as the woman stepped down to a lower limb, wincing as she put weight on her injured leg.
 
   Nine months. And now, here she was, squatting on a limb in the middle of the Green Mountains, in her layers of Spandex, and a pink flannel shirt, with a Moose-wound on her leg. It made Amy feel strange, like being in a lucid dream and knowing it wasn't real, but still taking part in it.
 
   Karma descended and placed her feet on the roof, and Amy helped her to the shelter where they took off their packs and sat down. Java came to Karma and sniffed her injury, then put his chin on her knee. She hugged the dog, receiving a welcoming lick on the cheek. Karma looked down at him lovingly. "My hero—" she cooed at him.
 
   "I was sure he was a goner."
 
   "Well, now, greyhounds are a very special breed. They run like a cheetah, rather than, say, a horse. They spend eighty percent of their time in the air. It's as close to flying as any land animal gets. In three strides, they can run up to forty-five miles an hour. They are the second fastest animal on earth." —to the dog, "Isn't that right, Java?" Then to Amy: "I can't believe you are here! What a cosmic giggle." 
 
   She looked down at the dog. "Well, actually, it's nothing mysterious. I came up here to find you."
 
   She looked up at Amy and smiled, then leaned over and gave her a hug as well. "Wow—" she whispered.
 
   "What?"
 
   "You have some fucked up energy."
 
   Amy felt herself pulling away, but Karma held her there. "I can feel it," she explained simply. "So what big demon are you running from?" Karma said into her ear.
 
   Amy felt a slight chill travel her spine. "You're spooking me, Karma."
 
   She released her. "Sorry," she said simply.
 
   "I've got several demons. What about you?"
 
   "Nope. Got rid of all mine. You're in the medical field aren't you?"
 
   "Yeah, I'm a paramedic." Amy stroked Java's head.
 
   "Lucky for me."
 
   Amy looked down at Karma's injury, the bandanna soaked with blood, the leg of the jeans emblazoned with an imprint of a Moose hoof. She squatted in front of her and peeled back the bandanna. "Is this a bite?"
 
   "No. He kicked me, actually."
 
   "Well, it broke the skin, not too deep. But you may have a fracture. Are you in lots of pain?"
 
   "I've been doing pain management since it happened. My system is filled with endorphins right now. But I don't know how much longer the little critters'll last," she chuckled good-naturedly, squeezing Amy's shoulder.
 
   Amy shivered at the vibration of Karma's hand on her. She had developed an odd attraction to the woman last New Year's Eve, and it caused her some consternation, since she had never been attracted to a woman before. She had decided that perhaps the attraction was to the essence of her as a person, and had nothing to do with gender. It had opened her eyes to a more evolved belief system about the attachments people develop. But they had gone their separate ways, and Amy had all but forgotten this aspect of the attraction until now. "This is so bizarre. I mean, I've heard about Moose attacks, but never been that close to one. Scared the shit out of me."
 
   "Everything happens for a reason, girl. Maybe it was important somehow."
 
   "Oh yeah, it's meaningful that you were attacked by a moose."
 
   That raucous laugh again. "Sounds crazy, but I really do think there's a reason for everything. Even if it's just that it's moose-mating season, and he's in a bad mood."
 
   Amy pulled her pack over and rummaged for her trauma bag. She removed a squeeze bottle of distilled water, and a gauze pad. Donning a pair of latex gloves, Amy took out scissors, and cut the fabric away from the wound, examining it closely.
 
   "Do you take your little medical kit everywhere you go?"
 
   Amy smiled. "Habit." Looking at the wound again, she said, "Yeah. It's not very deep. Have you had a tetanus shot?"
 
   "Yeah, last year. I cut my hand on a rusty piece of metal and got one then."
 
   "Good." 
 
   "Good?" she ribbed.
 
   "I mean that you had the shot, not that you cut your hand." Amy cleansed the wound with water from the squeeze bottle, using tweezers to remove some pieces of dried leaves and bark from the wound. Karma gritted her teeth through the process, but didn't make a sound. Amy followed the water-cleansing with another squeeze from a bottle of peroxide, which bubbled and foamed. Karma made grunting noises and Amy heard her sharp intake of breath. She patted the wound with gauze and applied triple antibiotic ointment, then dug around in her bag. The gauze pads she came up with didn't please her.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "I need something bigger..." After a moment of thought, she brightened and unzipped a compartment on her pack. She pulled out three panty liners that were sequestered there for emergencies. "These will work better," she said, sticking the pads against the ointment on the wound. After removing the paper strip, she stuck the first layer of gauze wrapping to the adhesive, which held it in place, and continued winding it around her leg. "Just FYI, you can also use the cut off top of a sock to hold something like this in place, if you have no gauze."
 
   Karma was laughing. "I knew those little adhesive strips were good for something besides pulling hair. Don't you find it odd that I was injured in the mountains, and a paramedic appears hours later to help?"
 
   Amy half-smiled. "There was a time when paramedics didn't get to anyone that quickly." Amy's thoughts went to her mother. Her untimely death from an overdose, when paramedics did not make it to their rural farm house in the Northeast Kingdom, before she succumbed.
 
   "I was just thinking about you a few days ago. Now I know why. I was receiving your energy. And here you are. You've been through some hell, haven't you?"
 
   Amy glanced back at her suspiciously. "Things have gone down the crapper lately, yes."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   Karma had always seemed spiritual, but it was more than that. It was like she existed on a higher plain; an odd, comical, mysterious plateau where residents wore bright swirled nail polish and were spiritual, without being stuffy. But Amy had felt calm in her presence. "I knew you had some gifts back then. That's why I was up here trying to find you. The manager of your coffee shop told me where you'd be."
 
   "I rented a cabin from a friend. It's about an hour away. Maybe we should head that direction. Dusk is on the way, and the endorphins are wearing thin."
 
   "Yeah, you need to stay off this leg, but it's quite a hike back down the hill. You may need a few days to heal. You really need an X-ray, though."
 
   "I'm sure it's fine."
 
   Amy gave her a sidelong glance as she replaced her kit in the backpack.
 
   "Thanks, Amy."
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
   By the time they reached the cabin, it was appreciably cooler. Amy had commandeered a crude cane from surrounding limbs, as Karma was having lots of trouble putting weight on her leg. Amy was sure that most of the weight resided in Karma's huge breasts, since the rest of her was of relatively normal size. Karma's top-heavy configuration was not far from the Moose's.
 
   Inside, Karma stood in the middle of the one room cabin, her weight supported mostly by her uninjured leg, head back, eyes closed.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   She opened her eyes. "Yeah, fine. Just absorbing."
 
   "Well, absorb yourself over to that bunk and let me look at your leg." 
 
    Amy hopped to one of the bunks, and Amy produced a digital thermometer.
 
   "Want me to bend over?" Karma laughed, opening her mouth instead, and saying around the thermometer. "Why were you looking for me?"
 
   "Well, I need some advice." She dragged up a camp stool and squirmed on it. "You remember our conversation last New Year's Eve, when I told you I was having nightmares and visions and I was sleepwalking? You said I might have some undeveloped gifts, since that's what happened to you."
 
   She nodded.
 
   "Well, all that stuff is happening again. I'm sure it's just stress, but I just had this overwhelming need to get in touch with you." 
 
   Karma reached up to hold the thermometer in her mouth so she could speak. "It's good to follow your intuition."
 
   The thermometer beeped, and Amy checked it. "Ninety-eight point six. So far, so good. How do you feel?"
 
   "Well, my leg is throbbing, but other than that, I guess I'm okay."
 
   Amy placed Tylenol in Karma's hand, along with a canteen, and began applying fresh antibiotic ointment and more panty liners, fresh gauze wrap. The dog took up residence beside the bunk. Karma let her hand fall over the edge to scratch the greyhound's head with her multicolored fingernails. "You're really good at this paramedic stuff."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "Why are you thinking about quitting?"
 
   Amy eyed her. "There you go again."
 
   She smiled. "I just feel strongly that you're trying to get away from it. And here I am with a hoof-dent in my leg, at the mercy of your medical skills. It's meaningful." Karma watched Amy put her trauma bag away. "How about some coffee?"
 
   "I thought you came up here to get away from work?"
 
   "Coffee is a pleasure. And I want some. There's a Kenya blend in my pack, side pocket. My friend stocks an old percolator, among other things, in the kitchen. You know how to start a fire in a wood stove, right?"
 
   "I think so." Amy fetched the zippy bag of coffee grounds and went to the kitchen, a few yards away.
 
   Amy loaded dry pine needles in the bottom of the stove, and added small kindling. The matches were in a metal holder on the wall.
 
   "Hey, here's a little wood stove lesson: there is a cute little sliding door thingy towards the back of the firebox. It diverts the smoke coming from the fire to go around the oven box before it goes up the chimney. It heats the oven more evenly. After the fire's lit, put the slide back toward the chimney. If you don't, we'll be sucking smoke."
 
   Amy followed her instructions, fanned the infant flames, added more kindling.
 
   "Leave all those vents open on the side and it'll burn hotter."
 
   Amy nodded, glad to have someone around that knew the little secrets of roughing it.
 
   "So, tell me what's been happening to you."
 
   "I got burned out. I'm sort of regrouping."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "I punched an unconscious man because he killed his kids."
 
   Karma frowned. "What?"
 
   "At the scene of an accident. They didn't have safety belts. They died...I just...I lost it, that's all, and I punched him. Screamed at him. I don't know what came over me." She pictured the scene again as it came involuntarily into her mind. She might never forget that image of the children, that sensation of how good it felt to knock the hell out of that man.
 
   "I get it. It's hard to see the meaning in something like that."
 
   "Meaning? There was no meaning. He killed his kids, as surely as if he'd put a gun to their heads." She dipped grounds into the percolator basket.
 
   Karma regarded her silently.
 
   "I mean, God! How could a parent—" she stopped herself. "Doesn't matter. It's over." Amy looked out the kitchen window at the colorful leaves, willing them to calm her.
 
   "You've got some big questions, then."
 
   "Yeah. The kind that don't have answers, maybe."
 
   "All questions have answers. We may not be particularly fond of the answers, we may not even find the answers, but they're out there."
 
   Amy stared over at Karma, drawn in by those sparkling green eyes. "Okay. What's the answer to the death of innocent children at the hands of careless adults?"
 
   Karma's lips stretched into a faint, indulgent grin. "You'll have to do a lot of backtracking to get those answers."
 
   Amy rubbed a hand over her mouth impatiently, looking around the cabin. "That's why I tried to find you. It was a place to start, I guess."
 
   "What else is happening?"
 
   "My boyfriend, Tony, broke up with me."
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   "Then I got a call that the other child at the accident had died. Then I tried to kill myself, but I kept getting interrupted. First, a telemarketer, then a door-to-door Feelie. Then my best friend, Roy."
 
   Karma laughed, and Amy gave her a disturbed look. "Depending on how you choose to look at it, that's pretty comical. It's like the Universe was stepping in. Telling you to hold your horses."
 
   "I guess. Anyway, I obviously didn't go through with it. But that's what's been going on. That and the bad dreams, images, sleepwalking, insomnia." She put the percolator on the stovetop and came over to take a seat on the stool again.
 
   Karma pulled some energy bars out of her pack and handed one to Amy. Then she pulled a large Milkbone from her pack for Java. "Would you rather have the Milkbone?" Karma joked.
 
   Amy held up the energy bar. "This will suffice, I think. Trying to cut down on the Milkbone."
 
   Karma continued, "All that could be just stress, like you said. Are these dreams precognitive in any way?"
 
   "Seem to be lately. The dreams are usually related to calls I've been on. But it's like I can see what happened to the victim. Now I'm getting these weird images while I'm awake. I got one just before I came up here, and found out it matched something that happened on the news."
 
   "I do that all the time. Could be you're channeling some information. Or it could just be your brain sorting through the stress-junk, and your mind could be filling in the blanks, creatively." 
 
   The percolator began to gurgle.
 
   Amy asked Karma about her recent activities, and she related that she had just been running the coffee shop and reading tea leaves and tarot cards and the energies of various customers who wandered in. No forays into regional theatre, as she had a few years ago. She enjoyed travel, but liked Burlington and just decided to put down some roots for a while.
 
   After a long moment, she said, "Amy, what's your belief-system?"
 
   Oh great. I'm about to get witnessed to  'Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your personal savior?' Please, not that. I'm not even sure I believe in Jesus anymore. Or God, for that matter. Amy was surprised at how easily the thought had emerged. Spirituality had always been important to her. But somehow, over the last few years, it had been sucked out of her, leaving a void that couldn't be filled anymore by faith, or her job, or her friends, or even Tony. She looked back over at Karma. "I'm not sure anymore. Why?"
 
   Karma chuckled. "Don't worry, I'm not a Jesus-Freak."
 
   Amy laughed in spite of herself, then.
 
   "I mean, do you believe in a life's purpose? Do you believe in some Higher power? Is there order in the chaos for you?"
 
   Amy furrowed her brow. "Just chaos, right now." Where was this going?  "I figure there's got to be some Higher Power, but I don't know about purpose. I'm having trouble with that one."
 
   "That's a biggie. But you're on a quest for those answers, right?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess I am." Amy began to feel naked, like Karma could see all of her. She wanted to shift the focus. "So what else do you do?"
 
   Karma smiled, an expression of full understanding on her features. Amy knew that it would be hard to hide from such a gift. She wouldn't be able to manipulate the conversation.
 
   "I paint my fingernails." She held them proudly. "I did these. I'm also helping the Burlington Police Department with unsolved cases."
 
   Amy leaned forward. "Missing persons?"
 
   "Yeah, until recently."
 
   "I'll bet you're good at that." Amy finished off the small bag of Cajun trail mix she'd stuck in her bag, and added it to Karma's empty bag, crossing to throw them in the firebox of the stove.
 
   "I'm nine out of ten."
 
   "Wow. Do they pay you?"
 
   "They offer. But I won't take money for that. It's contrary to the purpose of the gift. I accept payment only from the clients at the café. That is, unless I'm consulting in my capacity as a psychologist."
 
   "I didn't know you were a psychologist." It would have made sense, though, Amy thought. Her psychic skills aside, Karma seemed so adept at pinpointing the machinations of the human psyche.
 
   "Well, I have a Masters in Criminal Psych, and I attended Quantico."
 
   "The FBI place?"
 
   "Yeah." Karma related some of her twelve week experience there, her classes in Behavioral Science, the atmosphere. "That was one of the best experiences of my life. It was absolutely invigorating."
 
   "Wow, I had no idea." Amy thought that it might have been an alternate path for her, had she not gone into the medical field. Funny, how early experiences have such a profound affect on life choices. If her father had not been absent, and her mother had not committed suicide, would she have become a paramedic? If not, did that mean that the allegiance to it was not based on her identity at all, but rather some misplaced obligation? Or were there many viable paths for the same person?  How did anyone ever find out the answer to those questions? Were they really questions at all, or merely the human condition, untouched by the importance we place on finding meaning in our sometimes pathetic existence?
 
   "I think the coffee is ready." Karma interrupted Amy's musing. "Move it to the side to keep it warm. There's some creamer in the zippered pocket of my pack."
 
   Amy took tin cups from the cabinet, wiped them out and poured them each a serving, adding powdered cream. She took the cups over and sat again.
 
   As Amy blew on the coffee, the steam framing her face, she could not help but notice how much more alive she felt with Karma in the room. Was she emitting an energy of some sort? Was that possible? Anyone who could help the police solve cases, has to be in touch with some higher vibration, she guessed. "So, what was the last case you worked on?"
 
   "Well, it's not really over yet. Has to do with a couple of suspicious deaths." 
 
   Amy realized murder was rare in Burlington. "Are you talking about the man who was wrapped in cellophane and urinated on?"
 
   It was Karma's turn to be surprised. "Yes. How did you know about that?"
 
   "I was there when he was found."
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   Traywick leaned against the wall and watched the officer behind the cage return Ashleigh's personal effects in a Ziploc bag. She signed for the items and tossed Traywick a smoldering look as she trounced out of the station.
 
   An officer came up and handed Traywick a form she'd asked for, glancing over his shoulder at the girl as she was leaving. "I thought you had her."
 
   "Me too." 
 
   "Rats," the officer said lightly, returning to his duties.
 
   The girl's alibi came through. She was at a Laundromat on Kilburn at the time of Donovan's murder. The manager corroborated it, saying she didn't leave until well after the time of death. Traywick was disappointed, but tried to see it as a process of elimination. If it wasn't her, that meant she had to look elsewhere. It was one less person to consider.
 
   Still, Traywick recognized a niggling doubt attached to the manager of the Laundromat. Could he have been mistaken? Could he have lost sight of Ashleigh just long enough for her to have left and committed the crime? She glanced at the form and back up again at the door, sighing.
 
   Back at her desk, she looked through the files again. Two murders with the same M.O. Both had common denominators. Each victim had been urinated on, both had motorcycle tracks at the scene, and each had a note left at the scene with the words Achilles Forjan scrawled on it. It didn't sound like the work of an eighteen year old girl. But she had to eliminate suspects one by one. And now she had none. Back to square one.
 
   A hair that was found on Jeremy Donovan was analyzed in the lab, and due to color difference, could not be Ashleigh's. It could have come from anywhere. The fact that it was found in the blood of the wound did, however, seem to suggest it might belong to the killer. The mitochondrial DNA data didn't match any suspects that were in the computer, although with samples of just under 4000, it was unlikely there would be a match. The value of that hair, then, was as an Ace in the Hole; when they had a plausible suspect, they would take a sample and compare the two.
 
   Poor consolation, that the current suspect had just walked with an alibi.
 
   Traywick opened the white sack and pulled out the burger. She should stop eating fast food, but her job left her little time for properly prepared meals. The only time she ate healthy food was when it was prepared by her mom.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The setting sun pierced the Western windows, and Amy pulled the blinds, the light slipping through the slats and making lines on the floor. Amy looked up and saw the lines across Karma's face, and it reminded her of the call to a house several months ago. A toddler had managed to get tangled in the pull cord, and when they arrived, he was lying on the sofa in his mother's arms, the afternoon sun casting those same lines through the blinds onto the toddler's features. It was too late.
 
   She pushed the memory away, and tried to be present in the room with Karma. "So, what's happening with that case?"
 
   Karma finished her coffee. "I can't discuss it, really. But they're still investigating. It was just time for me to have a little break. I always come up here to clear my head. Are you okay?"
 
   "Yeah, just distracted for a minute." Amy took their cups into the kitchen for a refill. "I don't think I'll ever get that image out of my mind—the Huff murder."
 
   "I saw the file. Gruesome." Java padded over and put his nose under Karma's hand. "Gotta go out, boy?" She made a move to get up.
 
   "Don't. I'll do it. You need to stay off that leg." Amy handed Karma the fresh cup, and opened the door for the hound, standing in the doorway, peering out at the blazing rays of sunset.
 
   "You're afraid Old Bullwinkle will pay another visit?"
 
   "Well, yeah. I'd rather know about it before he gets too close."
 
   "He won't be back."
 
   "How do you—never mind." She closed the door and went back to her seat.
 
   "He served his purpose. We found each other." Karma closed her eyes.
 
   "You sleepy?" She sipped the coffee.
 
   "No. Just receiving."
 
   Oh God.
 
   "You know," she opened her eyes again. "I should read your cards. They're in that square zipper pocket on my pack. You do want a reading, don't you?"
 
   Amy shrugged. "Sure, why not?"
 
   "Help me over to the table." Amy obliged, and retrieved the tarot deck and they settled down on the rough, trestle-style table.
 
    Karma shuffled the deck thoroughly and had Amy do the same, and hand them back. "I may be too close to you to get any visions, so if I don't, I'll just give you literal interpretation, okay?"
 
   "Whatever you say." Amy sipped her coffee.
 
   Karma closed her eyes, took a cleansing breath, and sat motionless for a moment, then uttered something unintelligible. She opened one eye to peer at Amy. "That was just for drama."
 
   Amy laughed unexpectedly. "Am I supposed to take this seriously?"
 
   "It's serious, but I'm just not comfortable with stuffy. Laughter is relaxing, and being relaxed is an important thing for receiving information." As Karma began to deal, she lay the pictured cards down carefully and looked at each one before moving to the next.
 
   "Where does this information you get come from, anyway?"
 
   "From the Universe—the collective consciousness."
 
   "I thought that was just new-age babble." Amy looked down at the images spread on the table. She saw two cards with swords and two with sticks or branches, so far.
 
   "Not for me. Not for many others like me. There are charlatans out there, though. Sometimes it's hard to tell."
 
   "What about those psychic hotlines from late night TV?"
 
   "Well, you know very well many of them are bogus. Some have gifted psychics, but they've sullied their gifts by greed and exploitation and manipulation. If you really search yourself—inside—you know when it's real and when it isn't."
 
   "Yeah. I guess I do."
 
   Tarot was not as magical as its reputation might suggest. Karma knew that mostly it was a conduit for information that already existed. Its history was fraught with enigma. Some believed the practice came from India, some believed it was Egyptian. Regardless, it was a way of imposing some temporary order in the chaos of the universe. It was a way of communicating something intangible. Karma continued to add to the layout, contemplating. "It never would have been good for you to stay in that relationship."
 
   "You mean Tony?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "But I loved him so much."
 
   "Love isn't all there is to it."
 
   "Boy, ain't that the truth." Amy took another drink and felt the warm liquid soothe the tightness in her throat.
 
   "I mean, speaking from a spiritual standpoint, there is that which benefits the soul, and there is that which does not. You two learned all you could learn from one another. To prolong the process is only gonna fuck with your Chi. See, Amy, everyone has the capacity to tune in to things. It's just a matter of cleansing and focus and purity of spirit."
 
   "So, how did you get cleansed and become this way?"
 
   "Lots of soul searching. Lots of study. Lots of meditation. Lots of coffee." She giggled. "I don't know. I just practiced on it. I took Tai Chi, Reiki. I worked with a Master for awhile and then with a gifted Channel. I learned a car-load of stuff. I even went to a Tantric retreat a few times. That was probably the most eye-opening experience."
 
   Amy readjusted her chair. "Did you learn that  Tantric sex stuff?"
 
   Karma laughed, a sound rich and sharp, full of mirth and a generous measure of self-esteem; a sound that came from her diaphragm. "As a matter of fact, yes."
 
   "You didn't have sex with strangers, did you?"
 
   "Some were stranger than others." That laugh again. "But seriously, no one is a stranger."
 
   "Oh, you mean we are all one with the Universe."
 
   "Yeah, we are. We are all from the same place, cut from the same cloth, so to speak." 
 
   "So you had sex with some of those cloths," Amy smiled.
 
   Karma chuckled. "I sure did. It was a mind-blowing experience."
 
   "Is it true that— man, never mind, I can't believe I'm—"
 
   "What do you want to know, girl? I'm dying to share it with someone."
 
   "Share, how?" She gave Karma a sidelong glance.
 
   "However you want." Karma wiggled her eyebrows, catching Amy's eyes and trying to hold them, but they darted away.
 
   Karma shifted, lifting her leg to the other chair, to elevate it. "We had some kick-ass energy between us when we met nine months ago."
 
   "Well, yeah."
 
   Karma stared at her. "Don't be embarrassed. I'm not. I was sorry we lost touch, but obviously we were on different paths then."
 
   Amy noticed Karma's warm red locks softening as the sun sank and the light in the room became muted. "You think we're on the same path now?"
 
   "That's a distinct possibility. But you have many paths. You're at sort of a crossroads, and each path will lead you to a new destination."
 
   "When are you going to read my cards?"
 
   Karma laughed. "I just did."
 
   Amy looked down at the various images in the shape of a cross with the extra line on the side. "Oh."
 
   A scratching at the door brought Amy out of her seat, almost thankful for the reprieve from Karma's searching gaze. Java came over to Karma and sat down, one paw on the side of the bench. She laid a hand on his head and the dog closed his eyes as if absorbing her energy. "I could give you a Reiki treatment."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "It's a method of natural healing based on the application of Universal Life Force Energy."
 
   "Blah, blah, blah. Does it involve sex?"
 
   "Why are you so afraid of sex?"
 
   "I'm not—"
 
   "You are. And no, it doesn't involve sex, but it can open you up, remove the blocks, and make sex better."
 
   "Well I don't think I should be having sex anytime soon, so maybe it's a good idea to keep those blocks in place."
 
   "You're the walking wounded, aren't you?"
 
   Amy looked away, fearful, now, of the woman's eyes.
 
   "It was just a suggestion. I think you could benefit from a treatment. The only part I'd touch is your head. The rest is just a transferring of energy from me to you. I feel so much pent-up anger and pain from you, Amy. If we can release that, you'd feel a hell of a lot better. Here, let me try something. Give me your hand."
 
   Amy hesitated, then felt herself snaking an arm across the table. Karma moved her coffee, and put both feet on the floor. She cradled Amy's hand, and then placed her fingers in the grove at her wrist, massaging there. After a few minutes, she stopped and took her hands away. "What did you feel while I was doing that?"
 
   "Some tingling there. What was that?"
 
   "That spot transmits energy to your heart. Rubbing it helps to balance out the disturbances in your Shen, and decreases sexual anxiety."
 
   "Oh yeah," she joked. "My Shen is very disturbed."
 
   Karma gave her an indulgent smile. "Think about it. Could you feel some of the tension easing?"
 
   "As much as I hate to admit it, I do feel a little less tense."
 
   "That's just a small part of the things that can help you. I had to learn to let down some of my defenses, too."
 
   Amy pulled her hand away and rubbed the spot as if to remove something. "Was that Reiki?"
 
   "A Tantric technique, actually. But I have this other gift, remember. When I perform those techniques I can tap into the related areas and understand what you're feeling."
 
   "You are scaring me."
 
   "Sorry. Just trying to help."
 
   Amy didn't know what to believe. She was intrigued by the idea of having some control of her sexual responses. Perhaps that kind of control would quell the aching in her heart for Tony; perhaps it would keep her from missing him so much. Or maybe it was all in her head, and nothing could be controlled. Her experience told her that this theory was more likely closer to the truth. She couldn't control anything.


 
   
  
 

~ 16 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   After their supper of canned beef stew, Amy lounged on the bunk, and watched the flames in the woodburning stove, soon falling into an exhausted slumber, and was awakened sometime later by an awareness of an unfamiliar sound. Her eyes came open, groggily. Humming...what was that humming?
 
   She opened her eyes and looked in the direction of the sound. Karma was sitting on the floor, Native American style, with a white candle burning in front of her. She was humming, her eyes closed.
 
   Amy watched her for a moment, wondering why the woman was up in the middle of the night chanting.
 
   The humming stopped and Karma opened her eyes and turned to look at Amy. "I'm sorry, did I wake you?"
 
   "It's okay. What are you doing?"
 
   "I couldn't sleep because I was getting all kinds of weird shit in my head. I think, about the case."
 
   Amy rubbed her eyes. "Doesn't that hurt your leg?"
 
   "Yeah, but I'm doing some pain management on that. I needed to meditate. Clear my mind so I could go back to sleep."
 
   "Wish I could. I've had nothing but bad dreams since I closed my eyes."
 
   Karma pushed herself up gracefully, even with an injured leg. Amy thought this was one of the most intriguing things about her. Her movements. Even though she seemed visually top-heavy, she could move as if supported by invisible hands. The young woman reached for a nearby chair and placed it at the head of Amy's cot. "Can I help?"
 
   Amy was too sleepy to call up her defenses.
 
   "I've got to have your permission, now, or it won't work as well."
 
   "Okay. Anything that will help me sleep is fine with me."
 
   Karma placed both hands under Amy's head, at the back of her neck. "Now just relax." She kept her hands there for a long moment. "There's so much fighting for attention in your brain."
 
   Gently, she eased her head back down to rest on the pillow, and placed both hands over Amy's eyes and cheeks. After a few moments of this, Amy began to feel a tingling sensation.
 
   "Wow."
 
   "What?"
 
   "My head is tingling all over."
 
   "That's negative energy moving out."
 
   Karma got up to stand beside the bunk and held her hands a few inches over Amy's chest, moving them slowly down her body in the air, circling around on her side and doing the movement again. Amy began to feel tingling in her throat and chest and then her stomach and legs, as Karma continued the movements. "What are you doing to me?"
 
   "Reiki."
 
   "It's very strange. It's like I can feel something coming through my skin."
 
   "That's my energy."
 
   Over the next half hour, Karma worked her magic on Amy, who was sharply aware of the effects. Her body had relaxed completely, and she didn't seem to harbor those troubling thoughts.
 
   Karma ended the treatment by making brushing away movements over Amy's body. "Feel better?"
 
   "Yeah. That was wild." As the moonlight spilled onto Karma's face, Amy saw tears there.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "You have lots of grief and anger inside you. You're holding it in your muscles, in your skin. It's really fucking with my Chi."
 
   "I think it's gone now, though, thanks."
 
   "It's not completely gone." Karma reached over and pressed a finger to the muscle that connected Amy's shoulder to her neck.
 
   "Ow!" she cringed.
 
   "See? There's a lot of it in your shoulders, that's where you carry it."
 
   "Can you get rid of it?"
 
   Karma had Amy turn to her stomach, and from a position at Amy's head, she ran her thumbs along the cords of muscles along the other woman's shoulders. She pressed both thumbs into a spot and held the pressure. A few seconds later, Amy groaned. "Oh, God, that hurts so good."
 
   Karma smiled. "It's one of the main pressure points in the human body."
 
   "Well, it's doing something."
 
   Karma worked on Amy's pressure points for an hour, and Amy felt herself more relaxed than she had been in years.
 
   "You look all sneebery," Karma grinned.
 
   Amy smiled weakly and drifted into sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Karma poured coffee from the percolator, but did not turn around as she said, "It's about time you caught a train out of Sneebie-ville."
 
   Amy grinned. "I'm not going to ask how you knew I was awake."
 
   "Good, it's just a waste of time." Karma tossed a sultry grin over her shoulder. She dried her hands on a towel and limped over to the bunk, perching on the side, handing coffee to Amy. "You crashed."
 
   "How long have I been asleep?" She looked at the window for some bearing.
 
   "Fourteen hours."
 
   "What? No way!"
 
   "Your body was repairing itself from all the stress you'd been carrying around."
 
   "The stress you relieved last night."
 
   "Happy to help. Maybe you should go with me to a Tantric retreat sometime."
 
   Amy smirked. "Don't hold your breath." 
 
   Karma got up and hobbled to the other bunk and sat. She told Amy that since she was taking a break from the paramedic duties, she might be interested in working at the café. "Mindless manual labor is a good way to clear your head."
 
   Amy considered this for a moment. She had nothing better to do. She was used to working long hours, and now she had all this time on her hands. "Maybe that would be a good idea."
 
   "I also have an apartment upstairs that's not being used, except for some storage. You could stay there."
 
   Amy looked out the window, watched a Maple leaf swirl to the ground. "Okay. I think I will," she said with only brief consideration.
 
   Amy completed the dressing change on Karma's leg and began to put her kit away. Since Karma had been up walking around, she suggested they try to get back to town. Karma needed to see a doctor. Amy wished aloud that Java was big enough to pull her on a stretcher.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 17 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   There were two greeting cards. One from him personally, and the second intended for the other guys to sign.
 
   When Roy presented the card to the medics and firefighters, they willingly wrote supportive notes on it, but a few of the guys felt the need to make a few derogatory comments, largely because they were the ones who tried to get Amy into bed, and she had refused their advances.
 
   Roy felt obliged to remind them of all the things Amy had done to help them; babysitting their children, driving them home when they'd had too much to drink, cooking dinner for them at the station more often than she should have. She even took one firefighter's kid to the doctor when neither he nor his wife could get off work; and she had worked many holiday shifts so they could enjoy festivities with their families.
 
   "All right, Roy-boy," one of the guys said. "We're being pricks. Amy's the real deal. We're sorry, aren't we, guys?"
 
   The other men nodded, properly chastised for their insensitivity, and spent a little more time writing messages on the card and even decided to send her some flowers.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The journey down the mountain into Smuggler's Notch was arduous. Many times, Karma had to lean on Amy. They stopped every half hour, sometimes at the scattered shelters provided for hikers, sometimes just wherever they could sit down. Always, they kept alert for rampaging Moose.
 
   By the time they reached the parking lots, Karma was more than ready to get into Amy's Yukon and leave her VW van where it was. She knew she could find someone to fetch it for her later.
 
   Amy dropped Karma at her coffee shop on Church Street, at the rear entry she had to use to bring Java inside. It was a drag that city codes dictated she could not have the animal in the café. Amy begged off the free coffee. She had to go back to the motel and pack her things, moving some to storage. She also called and left a message on the answering machine of the house she shared with Tony, saying he could keep everything she left, including furniture.
 
   Amy gathered her things and loaded them into the Yukon. She pulled over to the office and went inside. The teenager that worked there part-time greeted her. "May I help you?"
 
   Amy placed the plastic key ring on the desk. "I need to check out."
 
   "Okay." The teen pulled the card out of the card file and made a notation, gave her the price. It was really low. "That's what it says here to charge you. It's in Mr. Shimada's handwriting—"
 
   "Okay. Is he around?"
 
   Her face went soft and she leaned forward, whispering. "He's not accepting visitors right now."
 
   Amy looked over her shoulder at the door leading to the living quarters. "Is he sick?"
 
   "Well, his son died a couple of days ago. O.D., I think," she whispered collusively.
 
   Amy felt that seizing in her throat. It was no surprise that the boy was finally dead, although that news is always a bit of a shock when you first have to assimilate it. The main reason for the affect, though, was her dream. She had dreamed of the giant hypodermic plunging itself into Kenji's chest. The sensation that he had been murdered. She caught herself with a reminder that the dream had obviously been symbolic. Kenji had killed himself—with a needle full of heroin. Amy swallowed thickly. "Please give him my condolences. Tell him I'll call him later on."
 
   The girl promised, and Amy paid the bill and left feeling great sadness for the old man, but relieved that he would at least never have to feel his son's fist again, nor the pain of worry about his addicted behavior. The destruction was complete now, and perhaps Shim could get on with his own life.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There was very little in the storage unit. Her mother had rented it for years, and after her death, Amy had gotten rid of most of her things. She did keep her father's beloved antique motorcycle, and the wicker chair her mom used to read in. She touched the chair and the bike seat in a sentimental fashion and began to move the boxes in.
 
   When she had finished, she made a quick stop at the Florist to order flowers and a card to be delivered to Shim.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   That makes three, Detective Traywick thought, the killer is moving fast. She examined the fresh report on Kenji Shimada. The boy had overdosed on heroin, was a known heroin addict, and that could have been the end of it. But there was a note, and he had been urinated on. Strangely, though, urine had been found both on his chest, and at the front of his pants. Perhaps the boy had been startled by the killer and lost control of his bladder. Wouldn't be unusual if he was relaxed on Horse, she decided. Traywick would have to wait on the autopsy results. Another oddity was that the killer could have remained unconnected to this one, but he chose to leave the note and piss on the kid. This guy wanted the cops to know he did it.
 
   She knew it was fruitless to withhold the information any longer. The morning newspapers were now announcing the presence of this Achilles Forjan note, and Karma would see it anyway. And if not in the paper, then certainly in the next Squad meeting she attended. If Karma could decipher it, maybe she could break the case. And that was more important than proving Karma's voracity.
 
   Karma got the call a few hours after arriving at the café. Traywick informed her that there were other murders with similar components. "I guess you've seen the papers?"
 
   "Actually, no, not for a few days, I just got back."
 
   "Well, does the phrase 'Achilles Forjan' mean anything to you?"
 
   Karma thought about it. "No, not really. Why?"
 
   "That phrase was left on a note at the scene of each killing. There's a third, now. A Japanese kid whose father owns a motel on the South side. All the notes are hand written and they all say Achilles Forjan. He was urinated on as well. The killer wanted to humiliate his victims, right?"
 
   "Well, to humiliate them, he'd have to do that while they were still alive. Doesn't he do that after they're dead?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Then it's more like an act of contempt."
 
   "Okay...well, if you get anything...any impression about anything, give me a call.'
 
   Karma sighed. So much anger out there. So many ruthless, violent people. She hoped the case was solved soon, because it was wearing on her. She couldn't be traipsing off to a mountain cabin every few days.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A forty-minute drive to Stowe brought Amy to the Maple Grove Cemetery.
 
   She had stopped for a silk rose along the way, as she always had in the past, believing that her mother would always be alive in her to some degree. The last thing she wanted was to put a flower on her grave that would soon die.
 
   Turning into the long blacktop road, she stopped beneath a giant sugar maple and walked the fifty yards to the headstones. In loving memory of Rachel Ann Spenser the script read. And beside it, the other headstone, a marker only, as her father's body had been cremated. Her mother kept the urn on the mantle, and Amy had always been frightened to touch it. Chiseled on the other headstone was: In Loving memory of Captain Charles Guthrie Spenser. How many loving memories did she have? None to speak of. But the man who sold the burial plan had suggested it at some point, she imagined, and her mother had given permission.
 
   Amy sat down, cross-legged on the grass between them, opening her notebook to a fresh page.
 
    
 
   Dear Mom and Dad:
 
   You've been in my mind a lot lately…
 
    
 
   She twirled the silk rose between her fingers.
 
    
 
   I miss you. Both.
 
    
 
   She did miss her mother, but since she'd never known her father except through stories her mother told her, she always had trouble connecting to an emotion where he was concerned. She included him in an obligatory fashion, but blamed him that he had not been there to pull Rachel Spenser out of the abyss or to comfort Amy when her mother sent herself to the great beyond in a dark fugue of depression.
 
   She drew a deep breath and let a warm breeze caress her face, continuing the letter.
 
    
 
   I've been having a hard time. I resigned from my job. Sort of. I don't think I'll be going back. Tony left me. I'm having trouble sleeping again.
 
    
 
   The cellophane-cocoon man flashed in her brain.
 
    
 
   Life sucks. I just moved out of the motel. The owner's son was an addict, and knocked him around. Now he's dead. The son. He overdosed. It's too bad that they never could communicate with each other. I wish we could have communicated, Dad. Maybe we could have if you hadn't gotten yourself killed. I really wanted to talk to you. All those years. I never got a chance to know you. I could have used a father.
 
    
 
   She pulled out some lip balm and smoothed it on her lips.
 
    
 
   I kept that old bike of yours. Can't make myself ride it, but I sit on it every now and then, and pretend. I wish I could have climbed on behind you and you could have taken me all over the place. It's a childhood memory I'd like to have...
 
    
 
   She fingered the small wound at her wrist. It was almost healed.
 
    
 
   I tried to kill myself. I thought I was going to be joining you real soon.
 
    
 
   Her lips pulled into a humorless grin. She laughed suddenly.
 
    
 
   That's assuming you're in a good place.
 
    
 
   A sound caught Amy's attention and she lifted her eyes from the notebook. A woman was standing two rows way near three fresh gravesites. Another grieving relative. She closed her notebook and started to leave, but felt drawn to the woman. Maybe she could help.
 
   As she approached the woman, now wiping her nose with a tissue, Amy noticed the headstones.
 
   Timothy Burke. Megan Burke. Harrison Burke.
 
   Amy felt an electric sensation course through her, settling somewhere in her neck. Her face felt hot. She took a step back, and the woman heard her and turned, eyes swollen with tears.
 
   "Oh—"
 
   "I'm sorry," Amy said quickly. "Are you—are you okay?"
 
   The woman tried to smile. "My ex-husband. I let him have the kids for the weekend. I never...I never got them back—" a sob erupted from her throat.
 
   Amy felt herself reaching out. Felt her hand come to rest on Mrs. Burke's forearm. Should she tell her she was the one at the scene? Should she tell her she was one of the last people to see her children alive? Or the one who punched her ex-husband for being an instrument of their deaths? "I don't have anything profound to tell you. I can't pretend to know the loss you must be feeling..."
 
   She drew herself up then, meeting Amy's eyes. "Thank you for not saying the usual things. I don't want pity. I...I just want to know if this hole in me will ever go away." She turned back to the headstones of her children.
 
   "I don't know that either."
 
   The woman sniffed and wiped at her nose again, laying her hand atop Amy's. "You're very kind." Her eyes wandered over Amy's shoulder to the other headstones. "Are you here to—have you lost someone?"
 
   "My parents."
 
   "I'm sorry..."
 
   Amy thought the woman looked a little like her own mother. Or was that something she just wanted to see? "No, it's fine. It's been a long, long time ago."
 
   After a pregnant silence, Mrs. Burke whispered, "Does it get easier?"
 
   Amy looked at the fresh dirt of the graves, felt the aura of grief surrounding the woman, and said quietly, "Yes. It does." 
 
   The woman nodded, stepped over to touch the headstones of her children. Her back still turned, she whispered, "Thank you..." and began to walk toward the parking area.
 
   Amy watched her go, feeling an odd attachment to the woman. An attachment of shared grief? The commonality of loss? She didn't know. She looked down at the graves again. So small. Too small. One glance at the headstone for Harrison Burke, and still she recognized a sense of fury. He had died for his mistake, but it still didn't feel like enough.
 
   Moments later, she paused at Rachel Spenser's headstone, dropped the rose on the grassy mound that covered the final resting place of her mother. She kissed her fingers and placed them atop the granite of her headstone, walking away.
 
   She'd drop the letter from her notebook into a mailbox on her way out of town. The usual letter to P.O. Box 1030.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   By early evening, the relocation work was done, and she transported her few belongings to the Karma Kafé. Karma showed Amy the apartment upstairs and the back privacy entrance that fed down stairs onto a cobblestone alleyway that emptied into Church Street mall.
 
   Before Amy unloaded her things, Karma sat with her, cane by her side.
 
   "How's your leg?"
 
   "I went to my doctor this morning. He got a kick out of the moose." She cackled. "That was an entertaining pun. Anyway, he said I'm in pretty good shape. He complimented the first aid I got." She smiled.
 
   "Good. Good."
 
   An employee brought Amy coffee and a to-die-for slice of pumpkin roulade.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy donated the remaining cheese wheel and Sugar Maple drops, suggesting Karma sell them in the café. Karma gave her a quick tour, and Georgia was happy to show her how to operate the espresso and cappuccino machines. A quick lesson on running the cash register, and Amy was on her way to waiting tables. She only worked four hours, but it made her feel useful and rejuvenated.
 
   Karma sequestered herself in her Reading Room. She had painted a sign just above the entrance door to the room depicting a view from above a tea cup, a 'third eye' shimmering in the liquid. She found it a bit comical, but it got the point across. She began her afternoon appointments, taking clients, and Amy brought her periodic refills of coffee, reminding her to stay off her feet as much as possible.
 
   Later in the day, a customer knocked on Karma's Reading Room Door and she invited the young man in, offered him tea or coffee. He had already had coffee outside in the café, while getting up the guts to have a reading.
 
   "I've never done this before—" he said nervously, taking the offered seat across from her desk.
 
   "I'll be gentle," she smirked.
 
   He seemed to relax a little, then.
 
   "First, let me just say—there's nothing all that mysterious about psychic readings. Everyone has the potential to tap into the intuition in the brain. Some of us come by it more naturally than others. But it's no hocus pocus, and if I don't know something, I'll tell you I don't know. Or I'm not sure." She took a sip of coffee. "My gift is the gift of Psychometry. This just means that I can sense the energy of objects that belong to people, and also by touching a person, I can sense the energies that person holds most strongly. Now, I've been pretty accurate, but no one is a hundred percent, and if they say they are, they're not being truthful. So I just do my best to interpret the images that come to me, and hope they will make sense to you." She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a few moments, then held out her hands, palms up. "Place your hands on mine, and concentrate on what questions you have for me."
 
   The young man obliged, and Karma closed her eyes again and opened herself to receiving. After a long moment she said, "You're troubled by something at home...I'm getting this image of a young woman with long brown hair...is this your wife or girlfriend?" 
 
   He nodded. "Yes."
 
   She closed her eyes again. "I'm getting an image of two interlocking hearts and a key. To me, this usually means a trust issue. Are you having a trust issue with her?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "You want to know if she is being faithful."
 
   "Yes. Yes."
 
   Karma was silent a moment. She was getting some images that were dangerous to impart. She knew that if she was wrong, she could be responsible for retaliation. It had happened before. Once, she told a woman that her husband was having an affair, and the woman promptly went home and poured Jalapeno pepper juice on his penis while he was taking a nap. It could have been worse. She could have cut it off, ala Loraina Bobbit.
 
   "Your wife is feeling neglected. She has been missing the closeness you two had in the beginning of your relationship. She needs you to be more attentive." Karma pulled her hands away, and shook them out. "How long has it been since you took your wife on a date?"
 
   "A date? Uh...well...it's been a while, but—"
 
   "The romance doesn't end just because you're married, honey. Plan something romantic. Take her somewhere she's been wanting to go. Buy her flowers, chocolates, you know. Tell her you love her."
 
   The young man's features fell into guilt.
 
   "We all lose track every now and then. Sometimes our jobs take us away. Stress is a big thing that gets in the way. You need a vacation as much as she does. Can you take some days off?"
 
   "I guess so. Yeah."
 
   "Good. That would be a step in the right direction. Try turning off the TV and just spending some time together, if you can't afford to get away."
 
   He sighed. "I have been working a lot. She seems to be pulling away from me."
 
   "She's protecting herself from pain. Show her that you love her, and she'll open up to you again."
 
   He started to smile. "You're right. I'll do that." He rose from the chair.
 
   "Oh, and another thing: whatever this health concern is of yours—this thing that has been bothering you for the last month or so—go visit your doctor. It's not serious, but it needs to be treated before it becomes unmanageable."
 
   His jaw dropped. "How did—"
 
   She lifted her eyebrows.
 
   Chuckling, he nodded. "I'll do that. Thank you. How much do I owe you?"
 
   She pointed toward the alcove by the door. "There's a donation jar on the way out. Just drop a little something in. Whatever you feel the information is worth to you."
 
   He nodded. "Thank you." The young man pulled two twenties from his pocket and dropped them in the jar, waving to her.
 
   Karma sipped her cappuccino and shook out her hands again. Her thoughts wandered to Officer Branch, and she had the distinct feeling that he was nearby. Rising from her desk, she moved through the alcove and peered out into the coffee shop. She didn't see him. Her instinct had been wrong. Perhaps it was just wishful—
 
   The door came open and in walked Kenneth Branch, speaking into his shoulder handset, "Three Victor Two, I'm ten-seventy."
 
   The dispatcher's voice came back, "Three Victor Two, ten-four." 
 
   Karma smiled, and moved over to his table as he sat down. "What's ten-seventy?" she asked from behind him.
 
   He turned suddenly and stood up at the same time, steadying the chair as it threatened to topple over. His face was a boyish mixture of embarrassment and delight. "Karma...hello. It's...It means I'm off-duty."
 
   "Where's your boyfriend?"
 
   His brows came together for a quick moment in confusion, and then he realized she was referring to Tackett. "He's out in the car, finishing up a report."
 
   "Why don't you tell him to run along, and I'll make sure you get home safely."
 
   The boyish grin, the reddening of the cheeks. Even parts of his bald head were flushing pink, but he regained some of his usual composure. "You will, will you?"
 
   She nodded casually. "What can I get you to drink?"
 
   He touched the back of the chair, looked toward the door and back at her. "Oh...you pick out something for me."
 
   "You're going to need something with caffeine," she said simply, and spun to go behind the counter.
 
   He stared at her, his mouth going dry. What did she mean by that? A stirring in his loins gave him the answer. No, that would be too much to hope for...tearing himself away from watching her, he hurried outside to send Tackett away in the squad car.
 
   When he returned, she was seated at his table, with coffee and ice water for them both. He slid into his chair, quelling an uncharacteristic feeling of awkwardness; like he might fall down in front of her or something. She fished an ice cube from her glass and popped it into her mouth.
 
   "So..." he pulled the coffee toward him and sipped it without checking the temperature, managing to burn his tongue. He set the coffee down quickly with a grunt, one hand going toward his mouth. In a swift movement, she pulled the ice cube from her own mouth and pushed it between his lips. He captured her fingers there, and held them, staring at her as the cube melted on his tongue.
 
   Karma was savoring the incredible electricity passing between them, and it had been a long time since she had encountered an energy quite as powerful. She felt there was no need to play the usual game of courtship. Certain of his ability to dispense with ceremony, she whispered, "Is there any question in your mind about what's going to happen in a few minutes, upstairs in my apartment?" She held his gaze with her own, and wondered if he would explode. She could feel a pulsing in his fingers as he continued to grasp her hand. His brain was struggling to form words. Words that wouldn't sound ridiculous in the face of her brash inquiry. He wisely chose to be silent, but offered her a smile of anticipation and comprehension.
 
   She cooled her coffee with her spoon, lifted it to her lips, blowing on it and keeping her eyes locked on his. Sipping, she set the cup down and leaned back in her chair casually. Don't say anything, she told him mentally. Don't spoil the moment.
 
   Kenneth Branch lifted his own cup and blew on the liquid, sipping carefully and watching her. He was aware of the firmness developing behind his zipper, and he was beginning to ache. It was the fastest he had ever become aroused by just looking at a woman, just staring into her eyes and saying nothing. What had this red-headed beauty done to him? He had scoffed at the idea of spells, and yet he doubted his own beliefs, now.
 
   For endless moments she sipped her coffee and watched him, and he mirrored her, waiting. Finally, she stood and walked across the room, moving up the stairs. He watched her, admiring the perfect curve of her hips, imagined his hands on those hips, pulling her against him. Wait. Just wait. He checked the afternoon stragglers still in the café, not wanting to appear obvious, not wanting to be indiscreet. The anticipation was searingly sweet. After a few more seconds, he stood calmly and headed for the stairway.
 
   As he stepped onto the top landing, she was there, leaning against the wall. She pushed away from it and stepped into the apartment on the right side of the short corridor. His breathing labored, he followed, and she secured the door behind him. The apartment was lit only with a blacklight, and it made her white shirt glow eerily, as she came over to him, and slowly loosened his tie, unbuttoned the top button of his uniform shirt. Her hands moved down to the buckle of his utility belt, and she freed it and set it aside on a chair, unhurried. Back up to his shirt again, she released the remaining buttons and smoothed it off his broad, muscled shoulders, dropping it on the floor. Her palms came to rest on his chest, sliding up over his shoulders admiringly. She pulled the T-shirt over her head and dropped it atop his uniform shirt. His eyes fell to her chest, the soft abundance there, peeking out just over the front of her glowing white bra.
 
   She stepped close to him, both hands on either side of his neck and tiptoed up to him for a kiss. When their lips met, he felt his knees begin to shake. Her mouth was warm and sweet, the flavor of raspberry coffee. He was already fully aroused, and the pressure was almost unbearable as he pulled her firmly against him, tasting her kiss. She stepped back and released the button of his trousers, unzipped him slowly and slid the pants down his legs to the floor, where he pushed out of his shoes and kicked the trousers aside. Slipping out of her jeans and socks, she stood before him in low-cut panties and bra. He wanted to ask about the large bandage on her leg, but didn't want to interrupt the flow of the moment. He reached out and released the front fastener of the bra, freeing her breasts to his hungry eyes, sliding her out of the panties. She responded by sliding his boxer briefs down and off.
 
   They stood there, taking in the view of each other's bodies, their breathing labored, their pulses singing. In unison, they stepped into each other's arms and kissed again, the passion ascending into a heart-thumping crest. She broke off the kiss and tugged him toward her bed on the far wall, forcing him down on his back and straddling him. Guiding him inside her, she descended until she was flesh to flesh with him, both of them moaning in a dissonant harmony. Her hands on his chest, she sat upright, riding him slowly, deliberately, as he struggled to hold back. He had never known such a profound sweetness, never experienced such passion. He wanted her; all of her; he wanted to be inside her forever, to feel the clenching warmth of her around him.
 
   She rocked faster, and he felt her opening to him more fully. Straining into each other, they fell into a rhythm that increased in speed and intensity, and he was shocked to feel tears streaming from the corners of his eyes. She gasped, and he pushed into her deeply, groaning. In a final seizing, constricting moment, they lost sight of their individual bodies, and were merged in those quick seconds that seemed suspended in a void of light and searing bliss.
 
   She relaxed onto his torso, still holding him inside her.
 
   Long moments later, as their heart rates eased, he whispered, "I'm afraid to say anything. I don't want to spoil it."
 
   She kissed him softly, intimately, and slid off him, to lie in the crook of his arm. They drifted to sleep.
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   The next day, Amy was able to sleep in, since Karma wanted her to work the later shift. Amy watched television and relaxed, thankful that she had taken Karma up on her offer. 
 
   The studio apartment was small, but comfortable. The old wood floor could have used stripping, but the heavy rugs covered the harsher blemishes and added a cozy feel. To the left of the door, the kitchenette had a microwave, small refrigerator, stove and single sink. In the living area, there was a loveseat and an overstuffed chair that Karma had procured from a garage sale. The small bar in the kitchenette served as a dining area, and Amy had stacked some unpacked boxes nearby. Past the living area was the bedroom, partitioned by a floor screen for privacy from the rest of the apartment. A twin bed was against the back wall, a small wooden nightstand and lamp next to it.
 
   By five, Amy was clocked in and serving warm frothy drinks and pastries, actually enjoying her ability to relate to people outside of a crisis situation. It was a refreshing feeling to meet the needs of others while they were smiling, instead of bleeding or mourning the loss of a loved one. The patrons at the shop were an easy lot. Most knew exactly what they wanted, and they tipped well. Amy even waited on a few cop friends, who had already heard she was on a leave of absence.
 
   The mood shifted when Rum arrived. Swaggering in, his shoulder length hair mussed by the ride without a helmet to the coffeeshop, Amy's contentment sagged. The big man sat down, and she would have to make-nice and serve him. She didn't like the way that felt at all.
 
   On her way over to him she tried to rehearse the best way to ask for his order. May I help you? Would likely garner her a yes you can—you can help me with this zipper, darlin'. If she said What can I get you? his response might be: Some lube for this boner. She opted for the staid and simple "Coffee?"
 
   He did seem disappointed. He had probably rehearsed his own responses to the usual inquiry when a waitress arrives, tableside. "Black. The House Blend," he said.
 
   Amy nodded and spun on her heel, but was halted when he called her back. "What's the hurry, darlin'? Maybe I want a pastry or somethin'—"
 
   She turned back around, rejecting her responses in favor of simply lifting her eyebrows in patient inquiry.
 
   "Bring me something sticky and sweet." —and the leer appeared.
 
   She nodded again, quelling the need to roll her eyes, and hurried away before he could begin terrorizing her. She pushed the pump dispenser on House Blend and waited for the cup to fill as Karma came up behind her, to put some bills in the cash register. "How's it going?"
 
   "Fine, except for my least favorite patron." She indicated Rum with a toss of her chin.
 
   Karma looked over at him. "Ah. Yes. He's not popular. Let me know if he gives you any real trouble. He's worse when the cops aren't around. Probably a self-esteem problem. I think he has a small penis."
 
   Amy carried the cup and the saucer with the sticky bun over, wishing for cops. As she neared the table, the door whooshed open, and her hope soared. Not a cop, but just as well, she thought. It was her ex-partner, Roy. He waved at her as she set the items on Rum's table, and took a place a short distance away at a two-seater.
 
   She crossed quickly to him. "Hey, partner."
 
   "Hey, Honey. How are you feeling?"
 
   "Much better. Except for him." She pointed with her thumb toward her chest, indicating the man through her own body so he wouldn't notice.
 
   "I'm sure his mama loves him," he cracked.
 
   "Cute. I miss that smart mouth of yours."
 
   "I miss you, too. How about some Costa Rican Peaberry and a scone?"
 
   "Okay. Be right back." Amy returned to the dispensers, tossing Rum a sterile smile on the way by.
 
   On the trip back to Roy, her journey was interrupted by Rum's hand on her arm. She spilled Roy's coffee, and stopped, glaring at him.
 
   "You're not being sociable today, Darlin'."
 
   "This isn't a social club. I'm a waitress."
 
   "You're a bitch," he corrected angrily.
 
   Roy overheard and got up to come over. "Is there a problem here, sir?" he inquired.
 
   Rum stood up, all six-feet-five of him, towering over Roy, who seemed to shrink in comparison. "Is this your business?"
 
   "I'm making it my business. She's a good friend of mine and I don't like seeing her harassed."
 
   Amy imagined the coming altercation, which would include the need for her medical skills, and stepped between them. "It's okay, Roy."
 
   "Yeah, it's okay, Roy," Rum grinned without humor.
 
   Karma appeared, as if from the air. "Hello, gentleman. We are being gentleman, aren't we?" she looked up at Rum.
 
   Rum gave Roy an ominous glance, was distracted for a moment by Karma's chest, then reseated himself. Amy took the partially spilled coffee and scone to Roy's table, and he joined her, sitting down again. "Don't get yourself killed for me, Roy."
 
   "I hate bullies," he said simply.
 
   "I don't care for them much either," she said, putting a spoon down next to his cup. "But I'd like to get through the day without bloodshed if you don't mind."
 
   He shrugged, his eyes darting over to the big man's profile.
 
   "Thank you for being gallant, though."
 
   "Are you sure you're safer here than you are as a medic?"
 
   "Pretty sure. Jury's still out, though." Amy headed off for another customer who had taken a seat.
 
   When the inevitable pairing of cops entered the café and found a table, Amy felt tangible relief. Rum was soon leaving money on the table and seeing himself out.
 
   A few hours later, she turned around and saw that Tony had appeared. There were two cardboard boxes next to his feet.
 
   "Hi," she said without ceremony from beside his table.
 
   He peered up at her and smiled faintly. "How are you doing?"
 
   "Fine. You?"
 
   "Getting along. Miss you, though."
 
   She clicked her ink pen awkwardly.
 
   He broke away mentally and indicated the boxes at this feet. "I brought some of your things. They were sort of mixed up with mine. Guess you missed them."
 
   "Thanks." The café was almost empty at the moment, the usual slowing after lunch, and Amy couldn't find anything obvious to extract her from the discomfort.
 
   "Want me to put these somewhere?"
 
   She looked around. "Well, I can't keep an eye on them. I guess I could take them up to my room,  but—"
 
   "No. Hey, I'll do that. Where is it?" He was already out of his seat and lifting the boxes up into his arms.
 
   "You don't have to—"
 
   "No, really. Glad to. Which room?"
 
   She noticed he was clean-shaven and smelled of the Drakkar she had bought him on his last birthday. "It's the one on the left. It's unlocked, I think."
 
   "Okay, be right back."
 
   "Did you want some coffee?"
 
   He paused. "Oh, yeah. That Hazelnut stuff, I guess."
 
   "Okay."
 
   He headed for the stairs, boxes in hand.
 
   Amy released the breath she had been holding, slightly angry that she was experiencing a bit of arousal. He broke up with you. He broke your heart. Don't go from the frying pan into the fire, Amy, she told herself.
 
   She retrieved his coffee, wiped down his table, and then stared across the room at the stairs. Seemed he was taking an awfully long time up there. She thought about her journal, imagined him searching it for entries about himself, and suddenly felt a bit vulnerable and invaded. She motioned at Georgia, the manager, and asked her to cover for her while she ran up to her room for a minute.
 
   Taking the steps two at a time, she came around the corner and saw that her door was closed. Opening it quietly, she peered inside. He was standing beside the floor screen, near the boxes. "What are you doing?"
 
   Startled, he turned. "Oh, uh. Nothing. Just thinking. I just—"
 
   She advanced to him, her eyes sweeping the room for her journal, hoping it was where she had left it, and untouched. "Your coffee is on the table. I need to get back downstairs."
 
   "Yeah. Okay."
 
   She edged closer. "Tony—"
 
   In one swift movement, he pivoted and seized her, pulling her close to him in a feverish kiss. She strained against him, stunned by his hand at the back of her head, fingers twisting in her hair, pulling; his other hand vise-like around her waist. Her pulse leaped to her throat for one frantic beat, before his lips mashed into hers, his tongue probing as if for the water to quench an arid thirst. The pulsing in her neck plunged and pooled in that place where he then placed his hand, rubbing, pushing.
 
   She wanted him. Her body needed his body. His hands grappled for the buttons of her 501's, releasing them as he continued to kiss her. She unbuckled his belt and unzipped him.
 
   They landed against the wall, kicking at the falling legs of their jeans and he was inside her, his arms under the crook of her knees, holding her aloft as he stroked passionately. She clung to him, absorbing the tight, almost painful invasion, and encircled his head with her arms, feeling his huffing wet breath against her shoulder.
 
   Downstairs, Karma followed a customer out of her Reading Room, her thoughts drifting back to the previous night. Kenneth Branch had stayed for hours. The two of them had shared each other in many ways, and Karma felt content that she had finally found a man who could keep up with her appetite. It didn't hurt matters that he was also the sexiest thing she'd seen in years. Although she was sure he was infatuated with her, he didn't embarrass himself by being clingy. She had to admit to a bit of infatuation herself. He was strong and confident, but had a softer side she found alluring in a big, masculine man. He wanted to know her history as a psychic and she told him how it had run in her family. He was fascinated. As they explored each other, the tone eventually loosened, and they laughed and played and talked about his aspirations in the detective division, and the Achilles Forjan case. She was looking forward to seeing him again.
 
   Karma snagged Georgia coming out of the store room with a bag of coffee beans. "Hey Georgia. Where's Amy?"
 
   "Oh, I'm holding down the fort. She had to run upstairs."
 
   Karma nodded and went to the counter to tidy the decanters, grab a couple of discarded straw sheaths, and reposition the penny cup. She heard footsteps on the stairs and turned. Tony came down, smoothing the side of his hair, his face the color of port wine. He sat down at his table, jostling the cup's contents onto his hand, which he quickly mopped up with a napkin from the dispenser. Had they had an argument? Frowning, Karma looked back to the stairs. Amy came down slowly, touching her shirt; adjusting, smoothing, rearranging, and wiping at something on her mouth. Her face was also flushed. She walked past Karma, took Tony's cup of coffee, poured it in the sink and refilled it. "It got cold," she mumbled, passing Karma again and going to Tony's table. She set the cup down, and Tony reached out and snagged Amy's pinky for a quick second as she hurried away to wipe counters and gather dishes.
 
   Karma inched over to Amy and opened the cash register, took out the checks and large bills and closed it again. As she moved past Amy she whispered, "Break up sex is always so hot."
 
   Amy's face flooded crimson as Karma continued to the small office near the back. She looked over at Tony, who was grinning like a schoolboy. Amy shook a finger at him and mouthed a silent warning: shut up.
 
   He put one elbow on the table, his palm over his mouth, obediently, wrapping his other hand around the coffee and looking out the front window.
 
   Tony knew better than to leave a big tip when he left. Had he done so, Amy would surely climb all over him for making her feel like a prostitute. He left the amount of the bill plus another thirty percent, and smiled and waved on his way out.
 
   Amy was thankful that he didn't make a big production of it. But it had been the best sex they had ever had. She considered for a moment, that they might do better as fuck-buddies.
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   Karma left Amy in charge of final closing, while she z'd out the register and carried the till back to the office.
 
   Most of the closing process was a no-brainer: Placing remaining dishes in the pass-through dishwasher; refilling napkin dispensers, sweeteners; restocking coffee beans in the grinder and sanitizing all surfaces.
 
   At midnight, Amy took the keys to the door and was about to lock it when Rum appeared. He pushed on the door until it was open a few inches.
 
   "I need a cup of coffee," he said coldly.
 
   "I'm sorry, we're closed." She pushed the door again and he shoved it open.
 
   "You need a little lesson," he growled.
 
   Before she could scream, he had spun her around, clamped his hand over her mouth, and put a knife to her throat. Dragging her to a dark corner by the payphone, he worked at the buttons of her jeans, pressing his bulk against her. Amy's body was crushed against the wall and his hand was still firmly clamped on her mouth. She pushed his hands away from the buttons of her jeans and cut her hand on his knife. Grabbing the middle finger of the hand over her mouth, she bent it back roughly, heard it snap. He grunted in pain, as she shouted, "Karma!"
 
   He slammed her head into the wall. They struggled there for what seemed long minutes until they both heard the chair topple to the floor. Karma had kicked it to get Rum's attention.
 
   He turned and saw her standing with the shotgun sighted on him, Java beside her, growling. Foiled, he released Amy and she moved away from him quickly, applying pressure to the cut on her hand.
 
   For a moment, he stared at Karma, and through the dimly lit café, saw what he needed to see to make the right decision. He put the knife back in his boot sheath, favoring the broken finger, and ambled to the door, opening it wide and disappearing. Karma crossed to the door and locked it, carrying the keys back with her. She put the safety back on the shotgun and laid it across a table, going to Amy, who had sat down in a chair, finding her legs too wobbly to sustain her own weight.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "I thought you were a pacifist," she cracked, pointing at the shotgun.
 
   "Not in a situation like that." 
 
   Amy examined the cut across her palm, near the first knuckles of her fingers. The knife had been sharp, but she'd live. She pulled a napkin from the dispenser on the table to stop the bleeding and touched the bloody knot over her left eyebrow. Superficial wounds. She suspected they wouldn't be as painful as the ones she was feeling on an emotional level. "Thank God you heard me."
 
   "Java heard you actually. He woke me up. Is it bad? Do I need to take you to the hospital?"
 
   "No. No. It's fine." Amy dabbed at her forehead with another napkin.
 
   Karma stood. "Well, I'm calling the cops, then."
 
   "No."
 
   Karma regarded her in surprise. "He just committed a crime. You even have cops for friends. Why don't you want me to call?"
 
   "I just don't want that kind of stress. Please."
 
   Karma looked toward the door. "Well, I don't want the bastard to ever come back here."
 
   "I think he expects you to call the cops on him. I don't think he'll try to come back anyway."
 
   "I'm sorry, Amy. I know you've just been through an ordeal, but I really need to call them. I have to protect both of us, and my property. Please understand."
 
   Amy nodded reluctantly. Karma got the portable phone from the wall and sat back down. The dispatcher that answered said that if they weren't in immediate danger, it might take a while for officers to arrive, as it was a busy night. A unit would be sent as soon as possible.
 
   Karma sat back down, pulling her chair over close to Amy and asked if she could get her anything. Amy shook her head, checking the knife wound again.
 
   "You have a small reprieve. Looks like it might be a while before they can get over here." Karma leaned in and hugged her friend and felt that familiar formation of images when she touched people. She let it come. The image that came was a violent one, of Rum lying in a pool of blood. She hoped it was not precognitive, but just a natural expression of revenge when people are violated.
 
   Amy pulled away and sighed. "I'm going to go lie down."
 
   "Are you sure you're okay?"
 
   Amy nodded without conviction, and Karma watched her head for the stairs, slowly, then picked up the shotgun and followed her up the stairs to her own apartment.
 
   Amy dressed the knife wound quickly, dabbed peroxide on the cut over her eye and slid onto the bed, willing away the images of Rum's attack. She swallowed a Xanax, tried to write in her journal, but she was too agitated. All she could get out was 'Rum.' She wanted to change out of her jeans into something comfortable, but knew the police officer's eventual arrival would only mean changing clothes again to talk to them. After pacing the length of her apartment and trying again to write in her notebook, her eyelids sagged, the ink on the page blurring. The blessed Xanax was kicking in. She wanted only to sleep.
 
   Somewhere around 3 a.m., Karma was awakened by another whimper and pawing from Java. Immediately awake, she heard a bumping noise. Grabbing the shotgun, she crept out into the upstairs hall. Feeling the cold air from the rear exit door, she pushed it, and found it ajar. A peek outside revealed nothing but the cobblestones below the narrow stairs, brighter in intermittent areas from the glow of street lamps. She secured the door and moved further to Amy's apartment. Her door was also open. Perhaps she was sleepwalking? 
 
   Karma stepped inside. "Amy?" She saw that the bedside lamp was on, and noticed the journal and pen on the floor. The book looked as though it had been dropped there in haste. Amy was careful, almost obsessive about her journal. She sensed it was not common to find it dropped on the floor.
 
   "Amy?" she called again. Only slightly alarmed, Karma hoped Amy was only wandering around in her sleep. Then she realized how dangerous that could be and her distress increased. She picked up the journal and took it with her, setting it on the counter in her own apartment. She opened the journal to the last entry and saw only the word "Rum." The more she considered it, the more she wondered if something was wrong—especially since the back door had been open.
 
   Moving to the rear door, she touched it with her palm, closing her eyes. She felt a distinctive jolt up her arm. Something is wrong. This was not a peaceful wandering—someone else was here-someone...Rum?  Had he come back? Had he abducted Amy?
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   Karma rushed into jeans and a sweater. She heard the knocking. The police, she thought, running down the stairs. Officers Branch and Tackett were outside the front door. Branch waved at her with a flashlight.
 
   She unlocked the door and let them in.
 
   "There's been—something has happened."
 
   "I know, that's why we're here," Branch offered dryly.
 
   "No, I mean—Shit."
 
   "What's wrong?" Branch replaced his flashlight in the belt ring.
 
   Karma quickly recounted the evening's events, while Tackett took notes, and then told them that she believed Rum had abducted Amy. "If he did abduct her, where would he take her?"
 
   "Probably Sully's, a biker bar on South Prospect."
 
   "We need to go there."
 
   "Now, hang on," Branch lifted a hand. "Did you see Rum hanging around outside?"
 
   "No, but don't you think if he was, he'd stay out of sight? Please, we have to go to that bar and make sure she's not with him." Karma stepped forward and placed a hand on Branch's arm. "Please."
 
   Reluctantly, he agreed, and the three of them were out the door in a matter of seconds, Branch spoke into the hand mic clipped at his shoulder, requesting backup at Sully's bar, and the three of them got into the cruiser.
 
   "Dude. Sully's," Tackett grumbled, closing his door. "That place scares the shit out of me."
 
   Branch mopped a hand over his bald head as he turned onto Main.
 
   Karma took a deep breath and prayed for Divine Intervention.
 
   The moment they pulled into the lot among all the motorcycles at the corner of Cliff and South Prospect, Karma had an awful sinking feeling in her chest. "She's here, I feel it."
 
   "Stay in the cruiser, Karma," Branch instructed.
 
   The bar was dim, but it was easy to see all eyes turn toward the door, the animosity palpable in the room. Sully's was not a place to be without some authority, some leverage.
 
   In a voice he felt commanding and loud enough to be heard over the ironic Gimmee Three Steps playing on the jukebox, Branch said, "We're looking for Rumke. Where is he?"
 
   Collectively, the rugged patrons smirked, chuckled, and turned away.
 
   Branch crossed to the jukebox, pulled the plug with his boot and smashed the glass on the device with his nightstick. He had their attention again. "Or, I could arrest every goddamn one of you for something."
 
   Tackett felt his knees start to shake, and he wiped at the sweat forming on his lip, his hand on his nine-millimeter Baretta. These were the moments his family feared when he enrolled in the academy. The moments that often end with a eulogy and a memorial plaque on the wall.
 
   Four more officers crowded into the bar, their hands resting on their guns warily.
 
   Branch made direct eye-contact with Gant, the bartender, who reluctantly cocked his head toward the hall. "The john."
 
   Two backup officers followed Branch and Tackett down the hall, weapons drawn, while the other two waited at the front door, keeping a close eye on the patrons, who now seemed uninterested.
 
   In the short corridor, lit only by a neon Miller Lite sign, Branch held his nine-millimeter high in one hand and pushed open the filthy men's room door. Blood was pooling near the drain, offering its odd, coppery-iron smell that was at once foreboding. He trained his weapon around the corner wall, toward its source.
 
   Rum was face-down on the grimy tile, his wallet still attached to the chain that was secured on a belt loop; his sleeveless jean jacket was emblazoned with the Grendels logo, surrounded by patches advertising Harley Davidson, 'Brothers Forever', and a skull and crossbones. The jacket was crumpled up high on his back. On his bicep, a tattoo of a voluptuous woman on a motorcycle. The stream of blood led up to his neck, from a fresh wound.
 
   Farther in, Branch saw Amy, lying on her back, unmoving, with a boot knife blade sunk into the fleshy front part of her thigh.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Outside, Karma was nearing her limit of patience. She had watched the other officers arrive and go in, and she feared the worst for Amy. Leaving the squad car, the blue lights flashing over her features, she loped to the front door and stopped next to the officers, who immediately turned and held their hands up.
 
   "Ma'am," one of them warned. "Please step back outside."
 
   Branch appeared from the men's room. "It's okay, let her come back." He held out his hand and she hurried to him, following him down the seedy hallway and into the stench of the small room.
 
   On the floor, was Rum, his hulking form splayed on the dirty floor next to a urinal, a knife wound in his throat. Karma recalled the image she had received while hugging Amy hours earlier. Had she gone looking for revenge? She looked away from all the blood and then saw Tackett bending over Amy, around the corner wall a few feet away. As she went closer, she saw that Tackett was holding direct pressure with a bar towel around Rum's boot knife, which was protruding from Amy's thigh. Blood soaked the fabric of her jeans. She knelt next to her friend and told Tackett she'd take over. "Branch says not to take the knife out. She could bleed too much or you could do more damage."
 
   Karma nodded without comment, aware of the dangers of removing foreign objects from human body parts. Tackett rose and went to the rust-stained sink to wash the blood from his hands.
 
   A biker in a backward leather Ivy cap leaned around the corner and chuckled, "I guess Rum finally pissed off the wrong woman." 
 
   Branch appeared behind the man in black leather. "Get the hell back in the main room!"
 
   "Hey, I gotta piss, man."
 
   "I don't give a damn. Get out. Go outside and piss."
 
   The biker chuckled again and retreated down the hall.
 
   Karma ignored them, and held her hands against Amy's wound. Amy's eyes fluttered open and she lifted her head to look down at Karma in confusion, then around the filthy bathroom. "Where am I?" she rasped.
 
   "Shhh. Be still. Help is coming."
 
   As sensation returned, Amy was aware of the sharp pain in her thigh. She frowned at her friend and lifted a hand to touch her head, but saw the blood on her palm and studied it like a disturbing television news flash.
 
   Raising herself on her elbows, she saw the knife handle perched above her thigh. For a moment, it didn't make sense. Then she saw Rum on the floor, the nature of his wound, the stillness of his chest. Her eyes grew round and terrified. "What happened? How did I get here?" Amy's breathing came in increasingly distressed gulps, as she continued to peer about the room and at all the bikers who crowded the door, insisting they had to use the john. She looked down at the knife in her leg again. "Oh my God—"
 
   "Shhh," Karma soothed. "Be still."
 
   She looked back up at Karma. "I don't understand—"
 
   "I know." Karma looked up at the bikers. "Where's the ambulance?!" she almost shouted.
 
   Tackett shrugged. "We called. They're not usually anxious to get to this place." Laughter erupted from bikers in the hall. The officer herded them away.
 
   Her eyes back on Amy, Karma began to cry. "Just lie still, Sweetie. The ambulance is on its way."
 
   "I don't know what happened, Karma. I don't know where I am."
 
   "You're at Sully's—"
 
   She frowned. "Where?"
 
   "Shhh. We'll talk about it later. Let's make sure you're okay, first, then we'll talk."
 
   "Was I sleepwalking again?"
 
   "I'm not sure." Karma was fearful that it was not that simple. She began to wonder if Amy had just gone after Rum and then blocked it from her memory. Or maybe it was more complicated. She tried to get her third eye involved, but this was the first time she had needed to use her gifts under such personal duress.
 
   Amy lay back, weakly, drifting into unconsciousness again.
 
   More police arrived, and began to thin the place out. The sound of revving motorcycle engines filled the parking lot. Most of them had no intention of leaving, they were just waiting outside, while showing their impatience and defiance by  creating as much engine noise as possible. 
 
   Ten minutes later, the paramedics arrived. Karma heard the siren, and asked Tackett to take over the pressure on Amy's wound while she stepped into the hall. Roy carried the heart monitor and a drug box. She put her hands out to stop him. "Roy—"
 
   "Karma? What the hell are you doing here? Are you bleeding?"
 
   She pressed her hands together as the other paramedic came up behind him, an EMT in training, just as rattled as Tackett was. "It's Amy."
 
   Roy craned his neck to see around Karma. "What?" He pushed past her and into the bathroom, his eyes sweeping the floor. He saw the lifeless body of Rum, and then he saw Amy. "Oh, Christ." 
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   The next time Amy regained full consciousness, she was in the emergency room. Residents and nurses poked and prodded and gave her a vivid idea of what it was like to be on the receiving end of medical care. She overheard that the blade had gone in between her femur and femoral artery. An inch to the left, and she could have bled to death. When they removed the knife blade, she had a new appreciation for the fear and discomfort of her previous patients. It felt like they were dragging barbed wire through her skin. She distracted herself by thinking about the incident. What had really happened? Why was Rum dead? Had she killed him? Had he knocked her out while she was sleepwalking?
 
   She winced as the nurse injected her with a local anesthetic so they could stitch up her leg.
 
   With the knife cut on her hand from last night, the double blow to both the back and front of her head from Rum's attack, and possibly another blow from falling in the bathroom, and now, the long, thin puncture on her thigh from the boot knife, Amy looked like she had been in a turf war.
 
   The doctor had come and gone, filling her in. It wasn't serious enough to require surgery, but she would have to be careful to keep the weight off her leg until it had a chance to heal. He also told her she had a mild concussion, which may have accounted for her trips in and out of lucidity.
 
   Roy and Tony were both at her bedside. It was the first time they had been in the same room together for over a year. She knew that was largely due to Tony being intimidated by her close friendship with her partner.
 
   When they saw her eyes flutter open, they each flanked the bedside.
 
   "Hey," Tony said, taking her hand.
 
   "Hey," she smiled back at him.
 
   Roy touched her arm. "I thought I taught you how to avoid knife fights," he joked.
 
   "I forgot my training, I guess."
 
   "Doc says you'll be fine," Roy offered. "He wants to keep you for observation, mostly because you banged your head, but you'll be okay."
 
   Tony squeezed her hand. "I was so freaked out when I heard what happened."
 
   "Who told you?"
 
   Tony looked over at Roy.
 
   "I called him," Roy said.
 
   Amy smiled at Roy. "That was very thoughtful of you."
 
   Tony seemed uncomfortable, but was doing his best to be civil.
 
   After an awkward silence, Roy asked, "Amy, what happened, exactly?"
 
   A voice came from the door. "I'd like to know that myself." It was Officer Branch. He stopped at the foot of the bed. "You remember anything about it, yet?"
 
   "Hey Branch. No...I'm...I keep drawing a blank. I was asleep, and then the next thing I knew, I woke up on that bathroom floor. I have this vague memory of defending myself for a few seconds...nothing's clear."
 
   "That's so strange."
 
   "She hit her head pretty hard," Roy defended.
 
   Amy trained her eyes on Branch, blinking in an effort to clear her vision. "Are you here in an official capacity?"
 
   "Well, yes and no. If you can recall anything, I'll make out a report."
 
   Amy shook her head gingerly.
 
   "Well, that's okay. Get some rest. I'm going to be outside, suffering through some bad hospital coffee." He adjusted his utility belt and grinned. "I'll check in with you every now and then. I asked for the assignment covering your door."
 
   "Why are you covering my door?"
 
   "Well, even though it was self defense, you still off'd a biker. They're a pretty tight-knit group. We thought it might be a good idea to just station someone outside until you're released."
 
   A chill went through her. Would they come after her? Would some of those biker-buddies of Rum's be out for vengeance?
 
   Tony sensed her fear. "Don't worry, Amy. I'll be here, too."
 
   "I got some days off," Roy added.
 
   Tony tossed him a look from hooded eyes.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Karma arrived a few minutes after Branch took his post, and greeted her friend with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. "Woman, you scared the shit out of me."
 
   "Sorry."
 
   Roy stood. "Hey, Tony—this is gonna turn into a hen party. Can I buy you a cup of coffee?"
 
   Tony loosened his tie and glanced at Amy uncertainly. The two men headed for the hospital cafeteria.
 
   "I wish Tony and Roy could be friends."
 
   Karma pulled a chair over to the bed. "Looks like Roy's trying." 
 
   "Tony's threatened by him because we're so close. Roy is like family. Like a brother, I guess."
 
   Karma smirked. "Well, not just like a brother, but—"
 
   The door swooshed open. The woman pushed the sleeves up on her linen blazer, and held her zippered binder under one arm.
 
   Karma stood. "Oh, Amy this is Detective Traywick. She's the one I've worked with on other cases." 
 
   Amy nodded at her.
 
   "Glad to see you're awake." Traywick took up a post at the foot of the bed, using the rolling table to unzip the binder and pull out a notepad. "Feeling better?"
 
   "I guess that's relative."
 
   Traywick nodded, clicking out the point of her pen. "I need to ask you some questions about the incident. It's just routine."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "I understand you had an altercation with Mitchell Rumke earlier last night at the café."
 
   Amy pulled the sheet up under her arms and moved her shoulders on the pillows, groggily. "Who?"
 
   "Rum. The biker. The one we found dead in the bathroom with you."
 
   Amy felt something kin to an emotional bee sting. "Oh." She nodded. "He pushed his way into the café while I was locking the door. He had a knife."
 
   "Why do you think he would do such a thing?"
 
   "I don't know. I guess because of earlier yesterday. I guess that was yesterday—he was in the café, harassing me. Roy stepped in, then Karma kind of diffused it. Rum wasn't happy when he left. You can ask Officer Branch, he was there part of the time."
 
   "I'll do that. So you think he came back to harass you some more?"
 
   "I guess. I guess he was mad about that. Mad at me." 
 
   "Tell me exactly what happened."
 
   Amy related the story of Rum's attack on her and how Karma had come to her rescue. She said she had gone upstairs to lie down, and then the next thing she remembered was waking up in the bathroom at Sully's.
 
   She began to cry and Karma pulled tissue from a dispenser on the table and handed it to her. Amy touched her leg through the sheet, recalling the sight of the blade embedded in her thigh, and the warm throbbing that began to appear as she became aware of pain receptors.
 
   "You don't remember going to the bar?"
 
   Her leg throbbed harder. She noticed Traywick's perfume. A simple scent reminiscent of vanilla. "No."
 
   "How is that?"
 
   "I don't remember anything except going to sleep and then waking up on the floor in that bathroom." Amy pushed her fingers through her hair. "Detective, I've got a history of sleepwalking and insomnia. I can only assume I was sleepwalking when I went to the door. I guess he knocked."
 
   Traywick smirked. "Do you always get up and open doors in your sleep?"
 
   "I do a lot of weird things when I sleepwalk," Amy said, then immediately wished she had rephrased the comment in light of the suspicion she felt cast on her like a heat lamp by Traywick.
 
   "How long have you had this sleepwalking problem?"
 
   Amy watched Traywick page back in her notebook, referring to previous notes, brushing a wayward lock from her forehead, and pinning her to the bed with her probing eyes. "Off and on. It just started up again the last few months. Stress from my job, I guess. And my relationship."
 
   "Your relationship?"
 
   Amy told her that she and Tony had recently broken up, but had remained friends.
 
   Traywick stared at her notepad, thinking. "Have you forgotten important things like that before?"
 
   Amy measured Traywick for a moment. "No. I guess when I hit my head, I just blocked it out."
 
   "But you hit your head in the bathroom at Sully's...what made you forget going there in the first place?"
 
   Amy studied the sherbet green bowl shaped like a kidney on the rolling bed table; she wished she could make herself shrink like Alice in Wonderland and lie down in that plastic coolness, and just sleep.
 
   "Ms. Spenser?"
 
   Amy squinted at her, irritated. "I don't know. Like I said, maybe I was sleepwalking. I only have a vague memory of trying to defend myself, but I didn't know where I was. Maybe hitting my head made me forget going there."
 
   "Well, that happens sometimes," Traywick admitted with surprising amiability. "Were you afraid for your life during the run in with Mr. Rumke at the café?"
 
   "He's a frightening man, Detective. Yes, I was afraid of him. Even more so after he attacked me."
 
   "Fair enough. Fair enough." All crimes against persons landed on Detective Erica Traywick's desk. It was the same with Amy's case. She was familiar with the likes of Rumke and his cohorts. Those bikers usually went out in a violent way. Not usually at the hands of a burned-out, sleepwalking paramedic. But they went out just the same. "I'm just trying to wrap this up," the detective continued. "But if you don't remember anything about the incident, and there were no witnesses, it sort of hangs in the air, you know? And I don't like things that hang in the air. So when you remember anything, will you give me a call?" She handed her a plain business card with the Burlington Police insignia on it.
 
   "Of course."
 
   Traywick poked her notepad back in the binder and zippered it closed. "I'm sorry about what happened to you. I hope you feel better."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   "I'll walk you out," Karma offered.
 
   They stepped out of the room and headed down the corridor. Karma was torn. She knew she should tell Traywick about the vision, but didn't want to implicate her friend, without some corroboration. It was plausible, if only slightly, that Amy had been sleepwalking. It was plausible. "She's very fragile right now. It was a horrible experience."
 
   "Yeah, I read the report. Did she say anything about getting revenge?"
 
   Karma hesitated. "Amy? No. That's crazy. And she would never be stupid enough to go to Sully's voluntarily." 
 
   "Unless that's precisely why she went...to deflect suspicion," Traywick offered cryptically.
 
   Karma shook her head. "Detective, you have been doing this job so long, you've totally lost faith in the benefit of the doubt." But the visage of Rum lying in a pool of blood; Karma found herself in a mental squirm.
 
   "It would be foolish to operate any other way, Karma."
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   At her desk, Traywick glanced through the report, the mug shot of Mitchell Rumke snarling back at her. She prayed that her daughter Hanna never had to cross paths with the likes of him. The thing that continued to bother her was that Amy didn't remember being abducted by Rumke; and remembered almost nothing about what happened in that bathroom. It crossed her mind that Amy might have been drugged or incapacitated in some way while she was asleep or sleepwalking. She'd have to check with the doctors on that. Forensics had spent several hours in the bathroom at Sully's and at the back entrance to the café. They hadn't reported in yet. 
 
   Meanwhile, she put a call in to the police psychologist, Dr. Lundstrum, and asked about the nature of sleepwalking, and was told that Amy could not have stayed asleep throughout a struggle with a knife. The only other psychological explanation, according to Lundstrum, would have been that Amy woke up early in the process and the shock made her block out the memory of what happened, or perhaps the head injury gave her temporary amnesia. It was pretty common. Still, to rule out revenge of any sort, Traywick made a few calls and got a background check on Amy Spenser.
 
   Branch arrived for his shift with the detective division, placing a fresh cup of gourmet coffee down in front of Traywick.
 
   "Wow. Thanks." She removed the lid and sniffed.
 
   "I stopped by the lab on my way over here." Branch dropped into the chair at the extra desk, sipping at his own coffee. "The hair samples found between Rumke's fingers match Amy's. Sure looks like there was a struggle."
 
   Traywick plunged the stirring straw into the coffee, plugged the end with her finger and pulled it out, releasing the suction and drizzling the coffee into her mouth.
 
   "There's something else. I was thinking about how Amy didn't remember what happened. I wondered if maybe she was incapacitated before she left the café. I snooped through the alley and found a rag with chloroform on it."
 
   Traywick stopped what she was doing. "Really?"
 
   "Yep."
 
   "Well, that would explain her not remembering anything. If he chloroformed her before he left the alley. She could have been sleepwalking when she opened the door to him, I guess."
 
   "Yeah, that's what I'm thinking. Karma says Amy would never hurt anyone deliberately." 
 
   Traywick peered over at him. "Karma says that, does she?"
 
   He shrugged, and opened a file on the desk.
 
   When the background came in on Amy Spenser, Traywick looked it over, and was about to close the file and go after some junk food from the vending machine, when a name caught her eye. Harrison Burke. Another click in her head.
 
   She scanned the Disciplinary Action sheet in Amy's EMT personnel file, and saw that Amy's resignation had come on the heels of her striking a victim, Harrison Burke, at the scene of an accident. This was just odd enough for her to read further. The man had been taken to Fletcher. She whipped through her Rolodex and came up with the number.
 
   The charge-nurse didn't even have to look his name up. She remembered. Harrison Burke had died unexpectedly a few days after the accident. Interesting thing was, he had his own urine poured over him when hospital personnel found him. Initially, they had thought the man was relieving himself when he had the heart attack, and just dropped the urinal jug. But the jug was hanging on the hook, empty. When Traywick inquired about who cleaned the room afterward, she was forwarded to an orderly. On hold, she drank her coffee and watched Branch study the case file of Leonard Huff. When the orderly finally came to the phone, she asked him if he found anything unusual when he was cleaning Burke's room. He said nothing, really. She asked if he found a handwritten note. His memory jogged, he said, "Wait, yeah, there was some kind of note on the floor under the bed, but I think it was in a foreign language. I don't know what it meant. There were only a few words on it."
 
   Her pulse quickened. "Would you remember it if you heard it?"
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "Achilles Forjan."
 
   "Yeah, that was it. What's that mean?"
 
   "Thank you, sir. Will you be there a little while? I want to send an officer over to take your statement about that."
 
   As Branch left to get the statement from the orderly, Traywick started coalescing the information in her head. She knew that all four victims in the Achilles Forjan case had been urinated on. On a hunch, Traywick got the EMS supervisor, Edward Dunlop, to fax over Amy's call sheets for the last month. Cross-referencing again, she discovered that Amy had had some contact with each victim.
 
   Traywick's head shot up, her eyes frozen in place. She slammed the file shut and launched herself out of the room.
 
   It wasn't hard to get the search warrant after Traywick told the judge her suspicions and showed her the files.
 
   Two officers were dispatched to the Karma Kafé to search Amy's apartment.
 
   Karma didn't think anything of the squad car in the no parking zone on the corner near her shop, until she went in and saw Georgia's expression. "What's wrong?"
 
   Georgia was holding a piece of paper, agitated. She handed the document to Karma.
 
   Karma looked at the heading and read the first few paragraphs, saw the judge's signature, and Detective Erica Traywick's right beside it. "Why are they searching her apartment?
 
   "I don't know."
 
   A few minutes later the officers came down, one of them carrying a Ziploc bag with a key and a receipt in it.
 
   "What's going on?" Karma asked him.
 
   "You'll have to talk to Detective Traywick, Karma, I'm just doing my job." The two officers stepped out and got into the cruiser, heading toward the Precinct.
 
   Karma went to the phone in her office to call Traywick.
 
   Traywick told her, holding the phone between her ear and shoulder as she studied Amy's file. No priors. Just a recent emotional upheaval. But one that had been serious enough for a Disciplinary Action, and a written resignation by Amy. "There's just some unanswered questions, Karma."
 
   "What questions?"
 
   "Nothing for you to worry about. I'm just covering my bases."
 
   Karma wanted to know if she had some reason to believe that Amy's stabbing of Rumke was anything other than self-defense, and the detective told her that it seemed to be, but she was reserving comment until she had more information.
 
   Karma hung up feeling like the walls were closing in.
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   Traywick radioed the officer guarding Amy's door, and instructed him not to let her leave, should the doctor release her. He asked why, but the Detective remained tight-lipped. No sense in jumping the gun until she had something to work with.
 
   It was a simple matter to send the officers to the mini-storage. She met them there, and they released the padlock with the confiscated key and lifted the door. The motorcycle was the first thing she saw. Moving closer, she saw the brand name of the old German scooter-style bike. "I'll be damned," she breathed.
 
   On the gas tank, was the logo, Achilles.
 
   Trying not to get too excited, Traywick donned surgical gloves and looked around the storage room, coming up with several other goodies. Men's size twelve boots, soiled; obvious fingerprints on the gas tank of the bike, disturbed dust, like it had been used recently; lots of mud in the tires of the motorcycle, and as an added bonus, a few hairs lodged in the motorcycle helmet perched on the seat. All the items were bagged and labeled, and she left the officers behind with instructions to secure the scene and have a forensic team examine the bike before it was moved. She didn't want to lose anything crucial—like proof that it had been used and returned to the storage room.
 
   She would take the hair samples to the lab herself.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Roy could tell that the pain medication had worn off, when he saw Amy's eyes flutter open. He nudged the chair containing the slumped form of Tony, who had dozed off next to her bed. Amy opened her eyes and looked around, frowning. She sat up, grimacing at the pain in her leg.
 
   "Hey, easy, now, don't tear out your stitches," Roy warned.
 
   She looked down at her leg. "God, I was hoping it was all a bad dream."
 
   "It is," he whispered.
 
   Seeing his obvious concern and distress for her, she reached out and took his hand.
 
   Tony pushed himself out of the chair and saw them with their fingers entwined, and the expression that passed over his features was enough to make both Amy and Roy feel the usual discomfort when Significant Others in their lives continued to misunderstand.
 
   A quick rap on the door sounded before it swung open. Dr. Brenda Lundstrum moved forward to Amy's bedside, introducing herself with a curt handshake, Detective Traywick coming in behind her. "Can I have a few minutes with Ms. Spenser?" Lundstrum asked the two young men. They nodded, and Detective Traywick held the door open for them.
 
   Roy paused just outside the door. "Tony—Amy and I are very close, but it doesn't go beyond friendship. I hope you understand that. She's like my sister."
 
   Tony shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Traywick had asked Dr. Lundstrum to consult officially on the case, and interview Amy. Lundstrum was on the happy side of fifty, with short-cropped hair the color of a new penny, her distinctive feature, a nose too long and pointed for her small head. It gave her an Ichabod Crane countenance. "So, I understand you're having some memory lapses?"
 
   Amy stared at her, frowning. Detective Traywick moved closer.
 
   "If you'll excuse us, Detective, we'll have a little chat," the doctor said.
 
   Traywick left, reluctantly, but hovered near the door in case she could pick up anything.
 
   
 
    
 
   Traywick had waited outside for an hour, then gave in to her thirst. She sent the officer who had relieved Branch at the door to get her a Coke. In the waiting area nearby, Traywick again went over her notes. She was sure that Amy was responsible for the deaths in the Achilles Forjan case, though she had nothing but circumstantial evidence.
 
   Lundstrum emerged from Amy's room after two hours. She joined Traywick in the waiting area.
 
   The large silver hoop earrings and tweed suitcoat did nothing to tone down the starkness of Lundstrum's appearance. She cleared her throat in a lilting, exaggerated fashion. "I can't be sure of this until I've had more time with her, but Amy might be suffering from Dissociative Identity Disorder."
 
   "Ok. What's that?"
 
   "It's more commonly known as Multiple Personality Disorder."
 
   Traywick was expecting new information, perhaps some insight, but not this. She pulled out her notepad and clicked out the ballpoint of her pen. "Why do you think that?"
 
   "She has many of the symptoms. Most recently, she resigned from her position as a paramedic."
 
   "Yes, the counselor who saw her through EMS stated that she was suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder."
 
   Enlightened, Lundstrum nodded appreciatively. "That makes sense." She pushed drugstore rimless reading glasses onto her face, and they slid the slope to the end of her long nose. She lifted the page of the steno pad and glanced at her notes. "She says she has been having dreams and visions about things that come true later. Most interesting, is that she loses things and finds them later in odd places; that she wakes up in different clothes, and she loses time. She still has no memory of being abducted, nor of the altercation with Mr. Rumke, except for a sketchy memory of defending herself against him. That's very odd."
 
   "Well, we do think she might have been chloroformed when she was abducted. Could it be that, plus the sleepwalking?"
 
   "Oh, well, I suppose that would explain part of it, but not all. She has had blackouts without the aid of chloroform, you see. The thing that led me to this tentative diagnosis is that she's been depressed and suicidal, and this, coupled with mood swings, insomnia, the sleep walking, and nightmares, seems to be indicative of DID. I'll need to work with her more thoroughly before I give a definitive diagnosis. I can have the prelim report to you this afternoon." 
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
   When the report arrived, Traywick settled at her desk and pored over it. Then she looked at Amy's file and read through the Disciplinary Action and the EMS counselor's report again. Traywick opened the Achilles Forjan file. Dialing Dr. Lundstrum's number again, she asked, "Regarding the Amy Spenser case, could someone with this Dissociative Identity Disorder commit crimes they don't remember?"
 
   "Certainly. That's the nature of the condition. Individuals with this disorder block things that are emotionally painful. They often become another person, simply to cope with painful events. Usually something from childhood."
 
   Traywick was almost smiling. Like riding her father's motorcycle and wearing his boots while committing murder. 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Amy was released from the hospital and brought back into the precinct for questioning. In the interrogation room, with Karma again having Peekabooth privileges along with Officer Branch, Traywick sat down across from the young woman, placing a mini tape recorder on the table.
 
   Amy looked up at Traywick with a mixture of fear and confusion.
 
   The detective tapped out a cigarette and took a seat opposite Amy. She lit up with a plain silver Zippo, tarnished by years of handling, pulled the tape machine over and pressed record, recited her name and Amy's full name and the date. "Okay. Let's see if we can make sense of this."
 
   Amy shifted in her seat and touched her aching leg, watching smoke spiral from the cigarette, as Traywick left it in the ashtray. It made her want a cigarette. But she didn't smoke.
 
   "Do you know a—" Traywick lifted a sheet to reference something. "Leonard Huff?"
 
   Amy was confused for a moment, and then realized the implication. "Why? What's that got to do with me?"
 
   "Just answer the question, Ms. Spenser."
 
   "My partner and I were called to the scene of his...murder...while on duty. But I only know what I've experienced from being called to his house on several occasions."
 
   Traywick referred to the pages again. "Tell me if you recognize any of these names: Jeremy Donovan, Harrison Burke, Kenji Shimada…"
 
   Amy felt the throbbing of her own pulse in her temples, and her face infused with a swift fever. This was going in a very scary direction. Should she call an attorney? "I've crossed paths with all of them on a professional level. I mean, on calls."
 
   Traywick thumped the ash of her cigarette in the grungy metal tray, its red paint flaking off from years of use. "Don't you find it odd that everyone on that list, including the biker, Rum, are all dead?"
 
   Amy could not detect her own heartbeat; the pumping muscle had halted, seized, and then jerked back into cadence. Her tongue seemed to swell and slip backward down her esophagus. She tried to will her tongue back up, suddenly afraid she would swallow it whole like a raw chicken liver. "Not odd, no. They all live in the district I'm assigned to." 
 
   "Well, I find that odd, Ms. Spenser."
 
   Amy looked down at the file in front of the detective and then back up. "Do I need an attorney?"
 
   "Do you think you need an attorney?"
 
   Amy felt herself growing angry. "Look, I don't like the way this sounds. I think I need some legal counsel."
 
   "I don't have a problem with that. You may call an attorney anytime you wish."
 
   "Am I under arrest?"
 
   "Not yet."
 
   Amy had spent a great deal of time around cops, and had overheard many conversations about procedure. She used that knowledge now, suddenly aware of how important it was. "Well, I know that if I'm not under arrest, then I can walk right out of here. If I am under arrest, I want an attorney before I say anything else."
 
   Traywick leaned back and clicked her pen, almost with admiration. "Fine." She clicked the recorder off and stepped out of the room. "I'll call you when I need to speak to you again."
 
   "No, you'll call my attorney."
 
   A slight grin from Traywick, and Amy limped from the room.
 
   Karma had to do deep breathing exercises to keep from becoming angry. Branch tried to soothe her, to no avail. When Traywick stepped back in to the Peekabooth, she faced her firmly. "Detective. Are you accusing Amy of murdering all those people?"
 
   "Well, she's murdered at least one of them."
 
   "That was self-defense."
 
   "And you know this because?"
 
   "I know Amy. She couldn't hurt anyone intentionally."
 
   "Oh, except for that dead guy at the accident she punched and screamed at."
 
   Karma closed her eyes on a sigh. "She only wants to help people. That's why she's a paramedic."
 
   "She's not a paramedic anymore, according to the report from EMS. I have a prelim from the police psychiatrist. She believes Amy may have Dissociative Identity Disorder."
 
   Karma looked back into the interrogation room. "That's—she only saw her once, how could she make a diagnosis like that in one session?"
 
   "She's a very good psychiatrist."
 
   "Maybe she's a little anxious to work her first DID case. Or maybe she's just telling you what you want to hear, Traywick."
 
   Erica Traywick gathered the papers on the table and held them to her chest. "Maybe you're just unwilling to admit that your friend might be a nut-case."
 
   Karma swallowed her anger. "You're headed in the wrong direction, Detective."
 
   "We'll see." Traywick grabbed the doorknob, and stepped out.
 
   Karma turned to Officer Branch. "Kenneth. This is crazy. Amy didn't do this. We have to find something to clear her."
 
   He pulled her against him. "I'm trying, Karma."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy was sitting in her Yukon, her head on the steering wheel, when Karma pulled the passenger door open and got in. At the sound of the door, Amy lifted her head and locked eyes with Karma. "Oh, Karma, this is turning into a nightmare. Do you know what Traywick said?"
 
   "I was watching from the behind the glass. I heard it all."
 
   Amy was somewhat surprised. "Why didn't you tell me that?"
 
   "It didn't seem important at the time, but you know I've been consulting on this serial. I didn't expect you to be involved."
 
   "I'm not involved!"
 
   "I know." Karma shifted in the seat and placed both hands on Amy's forearm. "Traywick sees a connection because you've crossed paths with these people, that's all."
 
   "I'm not a murderer, Karma."
 
   "I know that."
 
   "Do you?"
 
   Karma studied her friend, waiting for an image. Trying to remain open to images that might be unpleasant, but nothing came. It was like Amy was a blank slate. Karma found that unnerving.
 
   Amy looked out the front window, studying the gathering clouds. It looked like rain. It looked like it would always look like rain. "I need an attorney. I've never needed one before. I don't know who to call."
 
   Karma assured her that she knew someone.
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
   Phillip Shaw was a fifty-something barrel-chested man with a receding hairline and a strong jaw. He was seated next to his new client at the interrogation room table.
 
   "Do you own a motorcycle, Ms. Spenser?" Traywick asked.
 
   "What?"
 
   "A motorcycle."
 
   "No. Well, my father did."
 
   "Do you have it in your possession?"
 
   Amy looked at her attorney and he nodded. "You know it's in my storage room."
 
   Traywick pulled a document out and laid it in front of him. "Mr. Shaw, we have already searched that storage room. We took evidence, including fingerprints, some boots with fresh mud, a hair sample, and a mold of the motorcycle tires."
 
   Shaw glanced down at the warrant, already executed. "Why would you do that?"
 
   "Because your client can be linked to several unsolved murders, and each crime scene had motorcycle tire tracks. In addition, the brand of that motorcycle is 'Achilles.' We've been working on another case that included a note left by the killer at each scene. The notes always read, 'Achilles Forjan'."
 
   "I read the papers, Detective." Shaw examined another set of papers she handed him. "This is all still circumstantial."
 
   "Not now. The hair sample was taken from the motorcycle helmet, and we did a mitochondrial DNA match on it with a hair found on the body of Jeremy Donovan. It matched. And we took a hair sample from your client. Guess what? It matched both those hairs. That's not circumstantial. We now have grounds to arrest your client for at least one murder because of it. And since the M.O. is the same on that and the other murders, she is implicated in all of them."
 
   Amy was suffocating from the weight of the elephant that had just sat down on her chest. Her eyes grew wide as she looked at her attorney; searching for any hope in an increasingly dismal situation. He advised his client to say nothing, and watched Traywick wave another police officer in to handcuff her and lead her to a cell.
 
   "Mr. Shaw?" Amy squealed.
 
   "Just cooperate, Amy. I'll come see you later." Shaw watched her being led away.
 
   Traywick showed the attorney out, and entered the Peekabooth where Karma was leaning against the wall, her arms folded, clenching her teeth and fighting away nausea. Branch tried to keep his professional distance, but wanted badly to console her.
 
   "It doesn't look good for your friend," Traywick announced. "She's now officially under arrest."
 
   "On what grounds? That she crossed paths with people who died? She has done that every day for five years. It's the nature of her job."
 
   "You heard. We have the hair that places her at the scene of Jeremy Donovan's murder. We have the motorcycle, the hair from the helmet that is in her storage room. And the tire tracks match that motorcycle, and the name of the motorcycle is Achilles. Do I have to draw you a picture? It's way too coincidental, Karma, and you know it. You have to put your personal feelings aside for a minute. If this diagnosis is correct, she could have done these things when she was another personality. That would explain why the Amy you know couldn't do it."
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   When Karma finally left the police station, she got into her van and sighed, watching the late September breeze swirl the leaves in the lot. She knew that Amy would not be released any time soon, if at all. She thought about Traywick's report from the police psychologist. It could make sense that Amy was afflicted with DID. Traywick was right. Amy, as herself, could never have done those things. Another personality could, however. And Amy did have a connection to all of them, even if it was in the natural course of her work as a paramedic. But the hair clenches it. How can Amy explain how her hair got onto the bloody body of Jeremy Donovan? Now it was only a matter of time. 
 
   She wrapped a clammy hand around the crystal dangling from her neck, encouraging images, but none would come. Karma wanted so badly to believe in her friend's innocence, but the evidence was piling up. If she was guilty, why didn't she get some sort of impression about it? Her gifts were suspiciously blank where Amy was concerned. The only time she had gotten an image was when she had hugged her in the café the other night. And that image had become stark reality within a few hours.
 
   Karma rubbed her temples and tried to clear her mind. She started the van and headed for the café.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Karma saw her friend the day after her arrest. She had gathered her strength and gone down to the jail to visit her.
 
   "Hey." She indicated the cup of coffee in her hand—the Styrofoam cup had been checked by the guard. "Here's some coffee."
 
   "Thanks." She didn't take it. Amy looked wan, and there were large dark swaths beneath her eyes. She had not accepted visits from Roy or Tony.
 
   "Could there be something, anything, that might help your case?"
 
   Amy shrugged from her place on the bunk. She was lying on her side with her hands pressed inside her knees. "It doesn't matter."
 
   "You've got to keep trying to clear yourself, Amy."
 
   "What difference does it make? Traywick believes I'm guilty. The shrink thinks I'm a psycho."
 
   Karma leaned over and touched the side of her head tenderly. "I don't think you are."
 
   Amy's face produced a grimace. Smiling seemed an effort too great.
 
   "You don't have an alibi for any of those murders?"
 
   "Only that I was asleep."
 
   "Asleep, through all of them?"
 
   "As far as I can recall."
 
   Karma sat on the edge of the bunk. She stroked the young woman's head, then leaned in to wrap her arms around her friend. "I love you, Amy." 
 
   Amy did not respond.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Karma spent all of her free time meditating, trying to access the information that continued to elude her. In Amy's room, she absorbed energies, willing the visions that would vindicate her friend.
 
   While Traywick studied Amy's file for concrete evidence of guilt, Karma studied Amy's journal for concrete evidence of innocence. She had not mentioned the spiral notebook that Amy treated like a sacred ritual. It was not an intentional concealment of evidence; she had merely put it down in her apartment after finding it on the floor. But now, she was reticent to give it up.
 
   In the carefully scrawled paragraphs, Karma began to learn more about her friend. Clearly, Amy was meticulous and sometimes obsessive; like when she fashioned collages out of clippings and pasted them on intermittent pages; and she addressed the entries to her dead parents, as if writing them a letter. And some entries had been torn out. But throughout the first half of the journal, she saw nothing to indicate a sinister side to her friend. She read about Amy's calls and Amy's sexual activities with Tony, and about missing her parents, and eventually, about the dreams, insomnia, sleepwalking; and more recently, the visions that plagued her.
 
   Throughout the text, Karma utilized her photographic memory. In the weeks preceding Amy's arrest, she had been allowed to view the files on Achilles Forjan. She didn't mention to Traywick that her memory was this advanced. She hadn't noticed a reason to. Now, she pulled up that information in her mind. Times of death. Alibis. Other involved parties.
 
   Thumbing back to a previous page, Karma noticed that Amy had made an additional entry the day she'd come back to the apartment before her arrest. She mentioned the altercation with Rum, and how she'd entertained thoughts of revenge, but realized she didn't have it in her. It was a short entry. Karma wasn't sure if this was a point for her innocence or her guilt, so she kept reading.
 
   It would take a really nasty character to have castrated a man, and equally nasty character to wrap someone in cellophane, and to urinate on them both. She could not imagine any woman doing those things. But if it was true about Amy having multiple personalities, couldn't one of those personalities be male? But Karma didn't want to believe it. She couldn't imagine her friend doing those things—mental illness or not. It would take someone really mean and nasty. Someone like—
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   How about a little reasonable doubt?" Karma prodded.
 
   "I doubt there's a reason," Traywick cracked.
 
   Karma was anxious to get to the meat of her theory. All those hours and days of research and thought and meditation; hopefully they would be enough to convince Traywick that it was possible there was another suspect, even though he happened to be deceased. "What if I told you that Rumke has links to every single one of those people who were killed?"
 
   Traywick was only mildly interested, as she pumped change into the soft drink machine. "I already thought of that. But the tire tracks don't match his motorcycle, I checked."
 
   "But Mr. Huff began working at the warehouse after he lost his mercantile. He was run out of business by the Grendels. Remember? And both Shank and Rum were members of the Grendels. I'll bet if you interviewed a few bikers, like maybe someone who didn't like Rumke all that much, you could get more than that. And Rumke knew the biker that was killed on US-7 by Harrison Burke, so he could have killed Burke as payback. And we all know the Grendels are the biggest drug pushers in the state. Jeremy and Kenji were getting their drugs from somewhere, and Mr. Shimada said his son bought drugs at some bar. So maybe there was some drug deal gone bad." 
 
   Traywick looked at her for a long moment, and then popped the top on her Coke. "While I appreciate your investigative skills, that's still not physical evidence. The tire tracks, fingerprints, soil samples, the hair, and the Achilles bike are physical evidence, and they're linked to Amy Jane Spenser, not Mitchell Rumke." Traywick turned and started toward her cubicle.
 
   "But Rumke rode a bike, obviously. And there is a connection with all those victims. Isn't that a reasonable doubt?"
 
   She turned back to Karma. "Reasonable doubt is something juries have to deal with. All I have to worry about is enough evidence to get it to stick. The rest is up to the Prosecution and the Defense."
 
   Karma felt herself sliding away from her self-control. "Are you so anxious to nail someone for this, that you don't care if it's the wrong person?"
 
   Traywick stopped in her tracks and turned around. "Don't ever question my professional integrity, Ms. Kensington."
 
   Karma knew she had crossed an imaginary line, but her usual calm and at-one-ness with the Universe was being sorely challenged. "I'm sorry. But isn't it more important to find the truth than it is to find a suspect?"
 
   Traywick took a sip of her Coke. "I have the suspect."
 
   Karma watched her round the corner toward her office, feeling more helpless than she had in years. She'd just take this information to Philip Shaw. In her heart, she knew that she was grasping at straws. Amy could be guilty. Amy could be very, very ill.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Traywick did revisit Karma's theory about Rumke. The nature of the crime was so heinous, that it seemed more like something a hardened criminal biker would do than a well-respected paramedic.
 
   Traywick had interviewed everyone she could about Amy: Roy, Tony, Koji "Shim" Shimada, Edward Dunlop. She even interviewed the other paramedics, Amy's previous landlord, and Officers Tackett and Branch. All of them had high praise for her as a paramedic and a person. Even though the evidence was highly incriminating, there were no eye witnesses. She spent a good deal of time in the interrogation room, looking at the crime scene photos and reading the reports, certain that she hadn't missed anything. In order for a case to stick, you had to have glue. And Traywick had more than enough to turn over to the D.A.
 
   She appreciated that it was a delicate balance. Those with special skills of the clairvoyant variety were often thought freakish and frequently under suspicion by authorities. She had worked closely with Karma for some time, and had grown to not only trust the woman's instincts and visions, but to understand more completely that there were many things she might never explain, but were nonetheless true. Karma had quoted Shakespeare to drive the point home: 'There are more things in Heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.'
 
   As true as that might be, Amy was a friend of Karma's. Psychic skills aside, her defense of Amy was likely due to personal reasons, rather than truth. Karma had admittedly been unable to conjure any images to help with the case.
 
   In her defense, Amy claimed to be asleep during all the killings, which Traywick saw as substantiation for the DID scenario; if Amy was becoming another person when she went to sleep, that other person could have committed the murders. Traywick had assumed the killer was male, simply because the victims had been urinated on. But if Amy was a Multiple, then a male 'alter' could have done it. Amy could have done it without the aid of a penis. For Karma's sake, Traywick hoped that Amy wasn't guilty, but her detective's brain told her otherwise. The evidence was damning on so many levels.
 
   Traywick looked at her notes again. Tony Franklin had told Traywick that the break up was due to Amy's dedication to her job, and unwillingness to settle down and have a family. Her partner, Roy Calabresi, had said that Amy was the best paramedic he had ever worked with, but that she had trouble keeping the job out of her psyche; she was becoming more and more troubled by the disturbing calls they had been on. He attributed it to the usual burnout associated with paramedics. Both of these men flatly refused to believe that Amy was capable of murder, however.
 
   In her capacity as a paramedic, Amy had been called repeatedly to the home of Leonard Huff, and had dealt with the volatility between he and Jeremy. Ashleigh had confided in Amy that Jeremy was a pedophile—this information only becoming available while Amy was under hypnosis, and related the story of Ashleigh's fall down the stairs—a deliberate attempt to abort her baby since she feared for its future with Jeremy. That action was grounds for suspicion, Traywick knew, but she had bigger fish to fry at the moment. Later, Jeremy died sans his manhood—accomplished by the sharp blade of a knife—a knife that matched the set from the Huff household, which Amy had opportunity to get.
 
   Leonard Huff, an alcoholic known for spousal abuse and the abuse of his daughter, would represent several unsavory things to someone like Amy, who's mother was an alcoholic before she off'd herself with a handful of pills. Amy had been at the Huff household before. She could have taken the knife. Huff wound up in a cellophane cocoon soon afterward. The plastic wrap was convenient, and probably a spur-of-the moment idea, since it was on site, no doubt pilfered from the warehouse where Huff worked.
 
   A short time after the Huff murder, Amy had lost control and hit a dying man at an accident after his failure to belt his kids in had resulted in their deaths.
 
   Then that same man, Harrison Burke, had died under mysterious circumstances in the hospital. There was no proof that Amy had done it. Indeed, no definitive proof that he had even been murdered. Except for the note, and the urine, the murder might have gone unnoticed; marked off to unexpected heart failure. But Traywick knew that paramedics carried adrenaline in their bags, and an injection of that could have killed Burke quite effectively. And it was perhaps an ironic happenstance that the man's own urine had been available in a jug at his bedside. The fact that the note had been left indicated that the perp wanted to be caught or wanted to be acknowledged or wanted to be admired. It bothered her a little that this suggested the killing was not so much revenge, but a display of homicidal prowess. Perhaps Amy's Alter had personalized the action beyond Amy's subconscious contempt for the man.
 
   Then there was the death of Kenji. Amy had admittedly felt sorry for Mr. Shimada after many calls to the Fuzzy Antler, and had moved there after Tony broke up with her. She had intervened in an attack on the old man by his drugged-up son. Later, the boy O.D.'d. Not unusual, except that the killer wanted to leave a calling card. He (or she) had urinated on the victim and left another note. Amy would certainly know how to inject him with too much heroin. Where she may have gotten her hands on it was still in question, but it was certainly possible she dosed him with extra that he had with him. An interesting side note was that the autopsy on Kenji revealed he had been sodomized within an hour of his death. By whom, it was unclear. It may have had less to do with his murder than with his sexual preference. That evidence was safely locked away in her brain for future scrutiny.
 
   And finally, after Amy had been attacked by Mitchell Rumke, the biker wound up dead, too. Although Amy had no memory of killing him, the evidence suggested she did, since her fingerprints were on the knife that killed him, his fingerprints were on the boot knife belonging to him that ended up in her thigh, and her hair was found between his fingers. It sure sounded like some other entity in Amy's consciousness was protecting her in some way, removing threats to her well-being. Though that killing could have been self-defense.
 
   Traywick knew that the circumstantial evidence was good, and the hair evidence was concrete.
 
   She closed the file and swallowed the last drink of her Coke, mashing the can in on the sides, habitually.
 
   She hadn't spent time with her daughter, Hanna, in several days. But by afternoon, she hoped to have the last of the evidence from the storage room tagged and cataloged, and catch a few hours on Lake Champlain.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   The office was small, but big enough to do the work. Philip Shaw had been a partner in a prestigious law firm in Burlington, but had grown weary of the politics and wanted to strike out on his own. His credentials looked just as impressive on the walls of this office on Church Street, as it had in the office of the Corporate Plaza on Bank Street. Karma retained him just after opening her café. The Jalapeno Penis Incident, she liked to call it. The husband was so upset that she'd indiscriminately told his wife he was cheating on her, that he stalked her and she was forced to defend herself. She hit him over the head with a café chair, and he pressed charges for assault and battery. The charges were dropped, thanks to the skills of Philip Shaw. Karma was careful never to give out that kind of information to clients again. She opted to skirt the specifics and give them information they could use peacefully.
 
   At his desk, now, Shaw and Karma looked over the reports, hoping to find some distinct family history of mental illness, something to keep Amy out of prison and in the hospital, as it didn't look like she'd be acquitted. The depression Amy's mother suffered from, and eventually died from, wasn't going to be strong enough.
 
   Karma stood, examining the file of Amy's father. "Hey, Philip...what's an OTH Discharge?"
 
   He peered over his bifocals. "Other than Honorable."
 
   "It says here that Amy's father was discharged OTH from the Army in 1970."
 
   He held out his hand. "Let me see that."
 
   Shaw studied the information. "Well, this is something we can use. The reason for the discharge was due to Anti-Social Personality Disorder..."
 
   "So it does run in her family. Her mother committed suicide after suffering from depression for years. Is that enough to have her committed rather than imprisoned?"
 
   "Maybe. It's the best we have so far. I've got some shrinks on the line that will testify on her behalf—that prison would not be the place for her to have the treatment she needs. But if she ever gets well, she'll be transferred to prison anyway. Still, it could buy us some time. I like your theory that Rum could have been the killer, too. Reasonable doubt is all a jury needs to acquit." 
 
   Shaw answered the buzzing phone and greeted the Prosecuting Attorney, who informed him that letters had been found in Amy's storage; letters written to her dead parents. While this sounded like more corroboration of Amy's mental instability, it could also be maneuvered into intent by the P.A. It showed Amy's disgust with the victims, her overwhelming need to make things right in a world gone wrong. As part of pre-trial discovery, copies of the letters were being sent by messenger.
 
   Karma realized then, that her careful concealment of Amy's journal was now moot.
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   Dr. Lundstrum slapped a neatly typed report onto Traywick's desk and sat down in the chair, her drugstore glasses slipping down her nose in the usual fashion. 
 
   "What's this?"
 
   "It's the latest report from my sessions with Amy." The woman was actually grinning.
 
   "Okay what does it say?" She lifted the pages and scanned the first sentence to each paragraph.
 
   "It says that Amy is definitely DID"
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "I believe her Alter is her father."
 
   "Her what?"
 
   "Her other personality. Charles. He died in Vietnam in 1970." Lundstrum was very pleased with herself.
 
   Traywick looked over the pages again. "Did this 'Charles' admit to the crimes?"
 
   "Not yet. I'll need more time with her. It's a complicated process. It's all in the report. But the gist of it is that Amy became a version of her father. She had always needed her father to protect her. She had always felt helpless, since she grew up with a mother who had depressive illness, and finally killed herself. It was a way of coping to have her father appear and handle all the nasty things she couldn't. It's complicated, as I said, but it'll make more sense when you've read the whole report. Amy has some real issues with the role of parents and children. There is a parent-child component, as far as I can see, in all the murders: Kenji abused his father, who was, in Amy's eyes, a decent and loving man; Harrison Burke's negligence caused the death of his two young children; Huff had abused and molested his daughter, Ashleigh, from a young age. And Jeremy Donovan was of course a pedophile."
 
   Traywick released a long breath. "Christ almighty."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   By mid-October, things looked even more bleak. The judge had flatly refused Phillip Shaw's overtures that Amy had no prior criminal record and would not be a flight risk. She was remanded to the State Mental Hospital pending trial.
 
   By far, the most difficult thing Karma had ever done, was to go say goodbye to Amy. She knew she would be leaving the jail and going to the hospital, and they would not allow visitors for a while. From Traywick, she learned that both Roy and Tony had tried to see her several more times, but she had still refused.
 
   Karma parted company with the two men in Amy's life at a bar on Church street, drowning their sorrows with double shots of whiskey. Her heart ached for them. They each loved Amy deeply in their own way, and the road back to normalcy would be a long one for each of them. She knew Roy had taken a leave of absence, and Tony was strongly considering it. At least they were talking to each other. It's what Amy always wanted.
 
   In the holding cell, Karma tried to reassure her friend. "Don't give up, Amy. I know you could never do this." She could say that, because it was true. This other personality, the 'alter' as the psychological community called it, was the one responsible.
 
   "Traywick does, and her opinion is the one that matters."
 
   "No, your opinion is the one that matters. You know what you're capable of."
 
   Amy fixed her gaze on the gray wall. "I don't know anything."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "Maybe they're right. Maybe I'm sick. Maybe I don't know about these things because one of my other personalities did it."
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Officer Branch took Amy's arm at the elbow and gave her an encouraging squeeze. "There's a whole herd of reporters out there, so just keep your head down, and I'll guide you." 
 
   Different factions were present in the crowd outside. There were those who had already decided she was guilty; those who thought she was guilty but loved her for weeding out the undesirables in the society; and those who thought she was being railroaded.
 
   Branch guided her, making their way through the flashing bulbs, and a cacophony of questions, pushing bodies and shouts from an outcropping of onlookers. "Murderer!" and "Let her rot in prison!" was discernible in the din. Then one crass question too many, with "Are you a lesbian, Amy? Did you kill them because you hate men?"
 
   Amy did what Branch said, and kept her head down. How could she feel so ashamed, when she had no memory of the crimes? 
 
   As Amy rode in the back of the squad car next to Branch, her hands and feet shackled by steel, telephone posts whooshed past the window. She tried to numb her mind. Only a few months earlier, she could not have imagined the turn her life would take. Ironically, she felt innocent. Like another person had committed these crimes. But if what she was being told by Lundstrum was accurate, it was another person who did those awful things. The catch was, that person lived inside her head somewhere.
 
   At Karma's behest, Branch had volunteered to ride with her, and his request had been granted. She knew he would be gentle with Amy, and he wanted to give Amy some sense that she wasn't as alone as she felt. He still had trouble imagining her as a killer; whether she was mentally ill or not. 
 
   The other officer behind the wheel pulled up to the State Mental Facility, and got out to open her door, pulling her out roughly. Branch chastised him. "I'll take her," he insisted. Escorting her in, she was met by security and nurses, and whisked away to her secured room.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Along with other doctors for the defense, Lundstrum had been seeing Amy three times a week, trying to get inside the young woman's head. In the month she had been there, she continued to refuse all visitors. Karma, Roy and Tony had all tried to see her, offer her reassurance, and she had not allowed them to. Heavily medicated and on suicide watch, Amy spent her time sleeping or making montages from magazines while she sat in the Common Room. Periodically, her eyes would wander to the barred windows where she could see the mid-November snowfall, and think about what it was like to have her freedom. She missed Tony, she missed Roy, and she missed Karma. But she would not inflict herself on these loved ones. They did not deserve it. It was best to melt into the system and await trial. She knew she'd spend the rest of her life here or in prison after being found guilty, though Philip Shaw assured her that there was always a chance of acquittal.
 
   She bent back to her montages, pasting pictures of trees onto the poster board, and wishing she could touch one.
 
   Under hypnosis, Amy never could recall the events that transpired while she was her alternate personality. Lundstrum said this was not unusual and it might take some time before the homogenization could be achieved.
 
   Traywick knew that as good as her gut instincts were, she also had to consider evidence. And the evidence didn't point to Rumke. It pointed to Amy. Maybe Rumke could be connected somewhat, but a dead suspect is tough to interview. It wasn't her job to play judge and jury. It was only her job to gather evidence and let others make the call. She had done that.
 
   Karma continued to be quick to defend her friend, pointing out that she had images in much the same way, but wasn't being held for suspicion of a series of murders. And Karma had initially pointed out, astutely, that Mitchell Rumke could also be connected to the killings. He had known the biker that was killed by Harrison Burke's negligence on the highway. He had had a run-in with Leonard Huff and perhaps Jeremy Donovan. But there was no proof that Donovan nor Kenji Shimada had bought drugs from Rumke. Her cursory interviews with other bikers had revealed nothing of consequence. Traywick couldn't connect the Achilles Forjan note to Rumke, so there was a gaping hole in the case against him. The Achilles motorcycle from Amy's storage belonging to Captain Spenser was a German model made in the fifties; and although Rumke was a biker, and could have known that, there was still no definitive proof that he had access to it.
 
   When Shaw had asked Amy about the letters to her parents, she said writing them just made her feel better. She missed her mother, and never met her father, so it was a way for her to communicate with them. Shaw had to admit, it made sense. The worst she could be accused of was being a bit eccentric. He wanted to know why she mailed them just to pick them up at the Post Office and put them in storage; was it just to have keepsakes? She denied picking them up, denied putting them in storage. She had only mailed them. But perhaps this was something else that had fallen through the Swiss cheese memory of Amy Spenser.
 
   Shaw advised Amy that she should plead Not Guilty by Reason of Insanity. During pre-trial discovery, he found out just how much solid evidence the prosecution had. Shaw understood that the State had enough to convince a jury to convict Amy on almost all counts of First Degree Murder. And although there was no death penalty in Vermont, she would never see the light of day. Still, Shaw procured the services of two psychiatrists specializing in Dissociative Identity Disorder, who were also convinced that Amy was afflicted with the condition. His strategy was to plant enough reasonable doubt so that an acquittal would at least be possible. That was his heart talking. His head, however, told him that she would be convicted. In that case, he could only hope to keep her in the State Hospital as long as possible, so he could appeal.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 26 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Still awaiting the trial date, Karma hired twenty new people to help with the café, and turned everyday operations over to Georgia. The publicity from the trial, and subsequent connection to the Karma Kafé had increased business to a frightening degree. Even reporters began to use it as a hub, as the cops always had. Although troubling that the public's fascination with the case brought them to her café, Karma saw it as a blessing in disguise. The extra profits generated allowed her to work more closely with Shaw on Amy's case. She had stopped giving readings, as the demand for it was unmanageable, and her gifts were being relegated to some sort of circus act.
 
   While sequestered in her apartment in late November, Philip Shaw called.
 
   "I hope you're sitting down, Karma."
 
   "I am. Why?"
 
   "Amy escaped."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Somehow she slipped away from the guards during a transfer to the infirmary for stomach pains."
 
   Karma absorbed this information with a mixture of alarm and excitement. What did Amy have to lose? She was likely to be committed or jailed for life. It reminded her of the time she worked at the Humane Society as a volunteer. Those animals that were the outcasts; the ones that would never be adopted because they were high maintenance, or ill, or troubled. She would take them on walks and turn them loose, knowing that it was only a matter of time before they would be euthanized. She'd rather they had a chance at freedom, even if it was on the run.
 
   Shaw told her he was on his way to the State Hospital along with Traywick, and the Prosecutor. Karma said she'd meet him there, and snatched up her bag before running down the stairs.
 
   On the way through the café, patrons recognized her and tried to intercept her for a reading. Then the usual reporter tried to get a story. She politely refused, stating that she had an appointment. She hoped the journalist wouldn't follow her.
 
   When they arrived at the institution, investigators were already combing Amy's room for some trace of where she had gone. Employees there were dumbfounded about how Amy could have slipped away. Their security was so tight. After hours of finding nothing, Shaw and Traywick started for the door. Karma saw something that piqued her interest, but kept it to herself. She walked out with Shaw to say goodbye, and saw Traywick headed for her own vehicle, on her way back to the station to follow up on the APB on Amy. "I don't have to tell you how dangerous your friend is. She could be out there cutting someone's throat as we speak."
 
   Karma flinched. It didn't feel right. Especially not now. "I'm getting nothing on this, Detective. I'm sorry. I guess I'm too close to it."
 
   Her response was derisive. "Let me know if you get anything." Traywick hit her keyless entry and got into her car.
 
   Karma did not miss the slight in Traywick's tone, but nodded agreeably and watched the detective exit the lot. When she was out of site, Karma hurried back inside and went straight to the bulletin board in the hallway. There was a collection of collages there, rendered by the patients. She flagged down a staff member and asked about it. The woman told her that Amy had started the project, and had shown them all how to do it. It was a very popular past time.
 
   "That's the one she did initially to show them how," the woman smiled wistfully for a moment, then nodded her goodbye and padded toward the nurse's station. Amy had obviously been well-liked by staff. Maybe it's how she managed to find an escape hatch.
 
   Karma stepped forward to look at the collage; very similar to the ones in Amy's journal. She placed her palm on the paper and closed her eyes. An image of Amy in the forest...Karma wondered if Amy was hiding at Smuggler's Notch. Maybe even the cabin.
 
   That's when she got it. The sharp, knowing presence that had eluded her so long. She hoped it was not just wishful thinking.
 
   Amy never mailed the collages. Those only resided in her journal. So Traywick didn't know about them. Karma felt strangely elated. Her need to prove Amy's innocence was still gnawing at her like a hungry termite, and she knew there would be no rest; no reprieve from the thoughts and suppositions that plagued her until she had traveled all the way to the end of this mystery.
 
   There was no question that she had to see this through. She had to find answers. She had to find Amy. She would study the collages, tune in, follow her formidable intuition, and search for her friend wherever the clues led her.
 
   The only regret she had was leaving Kenneth Branch. He had remained supportive, and their relationship had blossomed in the month after Amy was committed. She tried to explain to him that she needed to get away. The café had become a circus and she had lost her privacy and her peace. He offered to take a leave of absence, to go with her, but she refused. This was something she needed to do alone. He understood, but was notably saddened by her impending departure. They shared a maudlin session of lovemaking, and she left him sleeping in her bed, with a note on the night stand that she would keep in touch with him by cell phone.
 
   A few hours later, having briefed Georgia on management details, she tossed her personal bag in the passenger side of the VW van and made a cursory check of her other things packed in the back, along with a twin mattress, in case she needed to sleep while on the road. She slid in, starting up and heading for the interstate on her way to the police station for one last meeting with Traywick.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   At the precinct, Karma stood on the front steps, letting Traywick know she would not be available for other police investigations for a while; she could not deal with this anymore, and had to get away.
 
   They stood outside as a gentle snow shower peppered their hair and shoulders.
 
   "Tell me, Karma," Traywick began. "why didn't you know that it was Amy?"
 
   The reference was a sore one. "Maybe because Amy was too close to me. Maybe I was blocking it." Karma fingered the crystal dangling from her neck.
 
   "Well, DID can be tricky. Lundstrum says they don't know anything about what the other personality is doing. And they usually take on the personality of someone they know. Anytime the killer thought justice needed to be done, it was done—something the mild-mannered Amy couldn't possibly bring herself to do." Traywick took a last drink of Coke and dropped her cigarette into the can. It sizzled and was silent. "I'm still unclear on the note, though. I understand the Achilles part, but what the hell does Forjan mean?"
 
   Karma shook her head. "I don't know. Maybe it was just gibberish—a diversion. Maybe the killer just made that part up." She would not say "she" or refer to Amy directly as the killer. She wasn't able to just yet. Mincing words was all she could do at this point. "We may never know. If it comes to me, though, I'll give you a call."
 
   Traywick watched Karma descend the steps toward the parking lot, and thought about how much she wanted to just go home to Hanna and her parents; take a long fishing trip on Lake Champlain. It was time for her to have a sabbatical, as well.
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ 27 ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Karma pushed through the precinct door an hour later, and heard it slam against the rubber bumper on the wall. Anger was not something she allowed herself very often, but this anger was formidable enough to bring her back to the precinct.
 
   Down the corridor and around the corner, she entered the moderate-sized room and saw that it was empty. An officer came in, studying a form, and almost ran into her.
 
   "Where's Traywick?" she demanded.
 
   Confused, he looked over at the empty chair at Traywick's desk. "Uhhh...oh! She's in the peekabooth, I think. What's—"
 
   Karma turned and was on her way out before he could finish his sentence.
 
   Slamming still another door open, she entered the peekabooth and slammed the Burlington Free Press on the desk in front of the two-way glass, glad she had stopped to get one out of the machine on the way out of town. She addressed the Detective harshly. "Why didn't I get a phone call about this?"
 
   Traywick glanced at the paper and looked back up at the glass, into the room where a suspect was being questioned. "Do you mind? I'm in the middle of something here."
 
   "Take a break, Detective, this is important. How could you not tell me about this? Why did I have to read it in the morning paper?"
 
   Traywick faced the fire that was Karma Kensington on a mission. "Let me get this straight: you are not a detective, merely a consultant in this department, yet you feel you should be informed of every esoteric eventuality that occurs?"
 
   "Esoteric?" she spat, hammering the newspaper with one finger. "You call this esoteric?"
 
   Beneath her drumming finger was the headline, City Prosecutor murdered by Achilles Forjan killer.
 
   "Well as you might guess, I've been a little busy since last night."
 
   Karma took a calming breath for the first time since she unfolded the paper a half hour earlier. "Don't you think you ought to be getting Amy out of that place, now?"
 
   "Karma, I'm sure you can appreciate the concept of Copy Cat killers. We can't just open the cage and let her out until we have more information. And there's the little detail that she's currently not in that cage."
 
   "This murder happened last night. Amy didn't escape until this morning. She was locked up when this happened! How much more information do you need?"
 
   "Well for starters, I need a confession from someone, or irrefutable evidence that Amy didn't kill all those other people."
 
   Karma considered her options. The dubious trump card that had been lingering in the back of her mind was looking more and more valuable. "Detective..." Another calming breath. "Were you aware of the new technology that allows the lab to determine gender using a urine sample?"
 
   Traywick didn't flinch. Her demeanor seemed more like someone you would see across from you at a championship Chess match. Measuring. Cool. Considering. Reading. "I am aware of that..."
 
   Karma tried to read her again. She reached out and grabbed Traywick around the wrist, who only pulled away slightly. Knowing. Clarity. "You did it. When will you know the results?"
 
   Traywick turned back to the viewing glass. "This afternoon. I had to Fed Ex it to a lab in New York."
 
   Karma released her grip. "You think I could have been right all this time, don't you?"
 
   "I think I like to be thorough. And I wanted to make sure I wasn't—overlooking anything."
 
   Karma looked at the suspect in the adjoining room, and finally back down at the newspaper. "I'm calling Shaw."
 
   Traywick nodded, folding her arms and turning her attention back to the interrogation going on through the peekabooth glass. "Might be a good idea."
 
   Pausing with her hand on the door, Karma asked, "You'll call me when you know?"
 
   Traywick glanced at her and back to the window. She nodded.
 
    
 
     
 
    
 
   If there had been a frenzy surrounding Amy's arrest, trial and incarceration at the state hospital, current journalistic and media interests were now moving in almost panic-mode. Everyone wanted the scoop. It was the story of the decade, and every fledgling or medium-market journalist was determined to latch on and ride all the way to a network position.
 
   Karma watched local coverage from her apartment above the café, ignored the local coverage outside and inside the building, anticipating the call from Traywick on her cell phone. She had turned the ringer off on her land line, and would remain one of those could-not-be-reached-for-comment people until that call came in from the detective.
 
   A little after 3 p.m., the strains of Furalees sounded, and she grabbed the cell phone and flipped it open. She didn't have to check the caller ID; she knew who it was.
 
   "Results are back," Traywick said.
 
   "And?"
 
   "They ran the test three times at my insistence, and all three tests confirmed that the urine sample found on all the victims was without question, from a male."
 
   Karma melted back into the recliner and allowed herself to absorb it. It was only a matter of time, now.
 
   "Karma? You there?"
 
   "Thank you, Detective."
 
   "I was always after the truth, Karma. I guess I just didn't have the faith in her that you had."
 
   Karma pushed the disconnect button and spent the next few moments assimilating. She had to find Amy now.
 
   Sensing a presence, Karma turned and saw Amy standing in the doorway.
 
   "I had no place to go," she said sadly.
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   Two days later, counsel appeared before the judge in a emergency hearing.
 
   "Your honor, in light of this new development, I move that my client be freed, and her criminal record expunged." Philip Shaw placed a supportive hand on Amy's shoulder at the defense table.
 
   The new prosecutor assigned to take over for his slain predecessor, shook his head derisively. "As much as I know defense council would enjoy such a convenient dismissal of his client's guilt, your honor, there is some chance that this latest murder was perpetuated by a Copy Cat."
 
   "Your Honor, that might be a viable possibility, if the killer's note had not matched all the other notes, and had my client not been locked up in a maximum security establishment when the murder occurred."
 
   Still doggedly persistent, the Prosecutor interjected. "This has yet to be proven, and even if Ms Spenser was secured at the Mental Facility—" 
 
   Shaw grimaced at the barrister's subtle attempt to taint the proceedings by reminding the judge that Amy Jane Spenser was mentally ill.
 
   "—there is still a possibility that there was an accomplice—a male accomplice, obviously."
 
   To opposing counsel, Shaw retorted, "The persecutor—pardon, I mean the Prosecutor—is grasping at straws."
 
   "Gentlemen—" Judge Andrea Garrett said, holding up her hand. "Until there is a full investigation on the matter, Ms. Spenser will remain incarcerated for the safety of herself and others." She smacked her gavel and stood. "I will see counsel in my chambers." Judge Garrett gathered her robes and began to descend the bench as a shocked buzzing oozed through the courtroom.
 
   "Your honor!" a deep baritone voice pierced the buzzing.
 
   The judge paused, searching for the source of the voice.
 
   A large man with a scruff of three-day beard, moved toward the swinging doors behind the counsel tables. "Amy did not commit these crimes."
 
   Silence blanketed the courtroom, and the bailiff instinctually placed himself between the judge and the man, his hand on his pistol grip.
 
   "Do you have information pertinent to this proceeding, sir?"
 
   "I did it."
 
   A continued silence as the observers became pregnant with anticipation.
 
   "You did what, sir?"
 
   He made eye contact with Amy. "I killed those people. The ones Amy is accused of killing. And I killed the Prosecutor, too."
 
   An involuntary parting of the human sea could be seen in the gallery, as witnesses responded to the sudden threat of their safety. Amy stood, her wrists in cuffs attached by a chain and belt around her waist.
 
   The bailiff pulled his gun and held it pointed toward the floor, both hands around the grip, ready for any suspicious movement on the part of the confessing man.
 
   Undaunted, the judge commanded, "Identify yourself, sir." 
 
   Karma stood and looked the man square in the face and announced for him, "Charles Guthrie Spenser."
 
   He considered Karma for a moment and then smiled appreciatively at her. "Charles Guthrie Spenser," he confirmed.
 
   Meekly, Amy's voice came out as she stared at the big man in jeans and T-shirt. "Daddy?"
 
   The bailiff raised his gun as spectators streamed toward the walls and doors.
 
   Charles held his hands in full view and knelt, then laid face down on the polished wood floor, interlacing his fingers behind his head, as three bailiffs secured him in cuffs and led him through a side door.
 
   Amy turned toward Karma, her jaw slack, her mind a whirling dervish of information, took a step back and fainted.
 
   Roy was at her side immediately, assessing her, while Karma and Tony hovered nearby. Another bailiff stayed behind to secure Amy once she was revived and eventually led the stricken young woman to a side door, and escorted her to a holding cell.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

~ EPILOGUE ~
 
    
 
    
 
   Karma slid into her van seat and sighed, watching the late November breeze swirl the snow shower around like a bleached version of a Van Gogh painting. She started the engine warming, turned on the defroster.
 
   Amy would be coming out of the medical building in a few minutes, and Karma would transport her back to the her house in the outskirts of Burlington. Her year-long sessions with this well-respected psychologist had revealed that Amy never had suffered from Dissociative Identity Disorder. He believed she instead suffered only from a severe form of somnambulism—sleepwalking. Amy had, indeed been asleep during most if not all the murders. But an alternate personality had not been taking over her consciousness and committing heinous acts of violence. Her memory lapses were due to the fact that she was in a altered state of awareness.
 
   Ironically, Charles Guthrie Spenser had developed into a textbook case of mental illness. Any psychological predisposition Amy might have inherited from her father had manifested in depression and a tendency toward emotional fragility. The therapist further believed that her sleepwalking was an extension of that; a coping mechanism.
 
   Amy had made great strides in that year. She was even married now, and pregnant with her first child. She was now legally Amy Calabresi. She and Roy were blissfully happy. They often socialized with Tony and his fiancée, a young woman who wanted nothing more than to be a stay at home mom. They were hard at work on the conception of their first child as well.
 
   Karma enjoyed a thriving business and was negotiating for another property to open a café near the hiking trails she loved so much. She continued her work with the Burlington P.D., and had enthusiastically agreed to be the Godparent to Amy and Roy's baby, and the fiancé of Detective First Grade Kenneth Branch. Second chances had a way of making people take other chances.
 
   Charles Spenser was judiciously ensconced in a cell at a Northern Vermont Correctional Facility, where he imparted details of his past and the crimes of the present to Amy. While in the military, Charles' mental illness had spurred a series of events that got him discharged, and he never returned to his family. His fear of inflicting his illness on a wife and young daughter was something he was unwilling to do, so he made himself disappear. 
 
   The story Rachel Spenser told her daughter about him was to save face, or Amy's feelings, and he could not blame her. He did keep tabs on Amy, and still had the key to the family post office box, where he summarily read all the letters his daughter wrote to him and her mother over the years, ostensibly taking advantage of her belief that she was writing to parents who were both deceased. In reading these letters, he got to know his Amy and was privy to the troubles in her life, and to those people in her life who caused her pain. Eventually, his illness was instrumental in his decision to protect her from these people. He even admitted that he came close to putting her boyfriend, Tony on the list of future victims, but was dissuaded when she wrote things about wanting him to be in her life in some way.
 
   When Charles realized that Amy was to be punished for something he had done, he finally had to come forward.
 
   Karma rubbed her hands together to create some friction on her cold fingers, still waiting for the VW to warm. She thought about the earlier theory that Amy had become some version of her own father; the father whom she needed to rescue her. It made sense that she would become him, and "he" would do things to protect her or to make all the wrongs right again. Amy, as herself, could never have done those things. The theory seemed plausible, but Karma had never been able to embrace it.
 
   Detective Traywick did develop a theory that Amy's hair had been found on Jeremy because she had worn the helmet briefly, while in the storage room, taking a fictitious ride down a fabricated memory-lane, and then had fallen out of the helmet when her father took it off at the murder scene.
 
   Charles Spenser had not explained everything to the police. Like the significance of the phrase Achilles Forjan. While the old engine of the VW continued to warm, something else was warming in the recesses of her consciousness. She remembered the times Amy had talked about her parents. Her mother wanted to name her Amy, and her father wanted to name her Jane. So, her mother told her, they named her Amy Jane.
 
   Karma shivered at the chill settling on her neck. 
 
   Yes, and he would probably call her Jane.
 
   Karma's whole body was now engulfed in an electric "knowing." The cryptic message on the notes left at the crime scenes now suddenly made sense.
 
   Achilles Forjan.
 
   I kill these for Jane.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Author's Note
 
    
 
   This was my first attempt at a mainstream novel, and although I thought the challenge would lie in writing about only straight characters, I discovered that whether characters are straight or gay, they essentially live the same lives, face the same challenges, and have the same fears, joys and affections. The challenge was one of juggling details in what became a multi-genre work. This book taught me how to be a better writer.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Acknowledgements
 
    
 
   Hats off to Michele and other various proofreaders in the final stages when my eyeballs were drying out;
 
   Fawning appreciation to Dr. Lorene Lomax, who was so instrumental in regaining my health enough to complete this project. Her uncommon attention to quality care is a refreshing change;
 
   Kudos to paramedics Jeff Ballard and Rodney McGinnes for detailed and outstanding information on their lives "in the street." (Rodney's home on the web can be found at smack-head.com).
 
   Gratitude to the Writer's Digest Editors et al, and authors Martin Roth, Marilyn Wallace, Julie Smith, Rex Burns, P.M. Carlson, Ruth Cavin, Russell Bintliff, Keith D. Wilson, M.D., Anne Wingate, Ph.D., Barbara Norville, Michael Newton, Lynda Sue Cooper;
 
   Appreciation for the inspiration to Jen at Jenfu.net, Raymond Obstfeld (AKA Laramie Dunaway), Darian North, Dean Koontz, Nora Roberts (AKA J.D. Robb), and for each being the kind of writer I aspire to be;
 
   Thanks to the dot coms, et al: Dictionary; Encyclopedia, Green Mountain Club, Gorp, refdesk, Google, paramedicportal, LexisNexis, writingcorner, mental-health-matters, 'Lectric Law Library;
 
   A pat on the back to Susan Brenner and Professor Lori Shaw, of University of Dayton School of Law and co-authors of Federal Grand Jury Practice; A handshake to JT a 26 Year Veteran of Police work for answering my questions so promptly; A nod and a wink to Howard H. Tessler, M.D., Adrienne Boutwell, MAMS, Jose Pulido, M.D., Denise at Religene Technologies. Applause for the State of Vermont in general, and the Burlington Police Department in particular.
 
   Gramercy to the village of Eureka Springs, for providing the type of atmosphere every creative person dreams of;
 
   And last, and most assuredly LEAST, thanks for nothing to The Vermont Department of Developmental and Mental Health Services, who would not answer my e-mails, but delete them, unread. Sounds like a social disorder thing to me...(this is my revenge, however paltry).  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Don't miss Kelli Jae Baeli's 2nd mainstream novel,
 
    
 
   
  
 

Baggage
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   During Hurricane Katrina, Patriarch Dominic Fontaine meets his freakish demise—the rubble of his "hurricane-proof" mansion all around him—and no one suspects that a vengeful woman came to kill him.
 
   In the aftermath of the worst hurricane in American History, the secrets held in a safe deposit box spur the Fontaine offspring into a journey of enlightenment and self-discovery as their lives converge with strangers, and the mysteries of karma, hope, and synchronicity take over.
 
    
 
   Excerpt from Baggage:
 
    
 
   AS HURRICANE KATRINA SPUN CLOSER TO THE GULF coast, Sienna realized Dominic's intent to ride out the storm, just as he had in all the other hurricanes. His decision was no marvel to her. He obviously considered himself invincible. 
 
   She peeked through the slightly ajar door to the attic stairway. He was, of course, too rich to have a standard pull-down ladder; no, Dominic Fontaine had to have a stairway to his attic. 
 
   Sounds of shattering glass came from the foyer. The formidable Katrina was hammering at the front of the mansion, morphing into a beast that clawed at the rafters, pounded at the flooring, and made promises to inflict still more. It was as if God Himself was behind the maelstrom. Sienna had never been in a hurricane, and anxiety crept into her mind. Was it always this bad? Was it only this frightening because she had never experienced it? 
 
   She had her own Katrina thumping against her chest cavity. Thrashing in the sea of her own trepidation, she tasted it in her mouth, then recognized it as meaningless. I am going to die anyway. He had made sure of that when he pushed himself inside her and mingled his diseased blood with her own. After all those years of being judicious. All those years when her party-happy friends were taking chances like a capricious vacation in Vegas, and prodding her mercilessly with monikers like Sainted Sienna, Sinless Sienna, Spotless Sienna, and even Snowy Sienna, to imply that she was frigid, rather than careful. Now, she felt the fear slipping away, replaced by her own resolve, her own fury; an apoplectic bitterness that was matched only by the tempest that pummeled the mansion of the man she despised.
 
   Pleased to have placed herself correctly, she saw him hurrying up the staircase, silver briefcase in hand, dragging a yellow nylon rope. Pulling the door closed a bit, she observed him through the tiny crack as he lashed himself to the newel post at the top of the grand staircase that fed down into the foyer.
 
   The compromised portions of the house were revealed with every slap of wind and rain. As the storm bullied on, moaning its feral incantation, the window beside the attic stairs blasted inward, shards of glass spattering to the hardwood floor, as Katrina sneezed into the opening. 
 
   Dominic held onto the rope with one hand, and the briefcase with the other, his own features touched by terror. 
 
   Shelving collapsed, and she heard more shattering glass downstairs. Pictures leaped from the walls along the stairs, their glass spitting out onto the steps. In the hall beyond the top of the grand staircase, Dominic's fish trophy plaques clattered to the floor. The gigantic swordfish rattled against the wall, as if preparing to reanimate and swim away in the sodden air of Katrina. 
 
   She reached down to pick up the small bronze sculpture she had taken from the occasional table at the top of the stairs. Her fingers closed around it firmly, and she waited for the right moment to confront him. As water began to drip onto the landing from above, and a puddle grew near the ravaged window, she pushed the door open and stepped onto the landing.
 
   Raising her voice above the din, she said smartly, "Well, Lincoln Berringer, as I live and breathe—" 
 
   He turned to the voice behind him, a moment of keen astonishment and recognition on his features, that had little to do with his joy at seeing her, and much to do with the realization that she knew who he was. His fate became clear, when he saw her holding the heavy statue, saw her raise it high. 
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by the moaning of Katrina, sucking the window frame from the wall. Debris struck her shoulder, and she fell to the slick floor, the statue toppling away. Steadying herself by holding the door knob  of the attic stairs, keeping her head low against the incoming sheets of rain and wind and debris, she watched the giant swordfish drop to the floor, and move toward the hole where the window had been. A shifting of wind, and the monster fish spun, rolled, became airborne, and in mindless seconds, had impaled Dominic's back with its rapier beak. She captured the attic door jamb, to stop herself from being sucked toward the window. 
 
   Her attention back on him, the swordfish rocked back onto its tail, as Dominic leaned backward into it, soon limp. The briefcase toppled to the floor, as his arms spread open, his torso propped on the swordfish, its beak protruding from his chest, his waist still secured to the newel post.
 
   Stunned, she stared at him, splayed there like some fisherman's crucifixion. Euthanasia performed by God.
 
   A blast of rain slapped the side of her face and she scrambled to the silver briefcase, which was already being sucked toward her on the sodden floor, snatched it up and ran down the hall to the bathroom, where she grabbed a rectangular wooden table, broke the legs off and huddled in the garden tub, holding the briefcase on her chest, the table over her head, waiting for the end of Katrina's blitzkrieg. 
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Quintessence
(Speculative Alternate Reality novella)

“If you push your luck, expect it to push back. That's what
my Grandma Beasley used to say. And she was right. 1 had it
illustrated to me ten days ago, and again on this frigid
October night in the middle of Nowhere, Kansas.”

50 begins the journey of twenty-five year old Jason Beasley,
a Synesthete-- his brain merges his senses in a way that allows
him to see words and images before him as if on a Plexiglas

When he leaves his mother's house for the last time, along with her pious

and overbearing preacher boyfriend, his journey takes him to an old barn
laboratory in Coffeyville Kansas, which holds much more than some mad
scientist's forgotten notebooks.

He is about to discover, literally, a new reality, and that the research
Professor Pritchard has done will lead him to the life he didn't know he was
missing. If he could only get used to all the differences; starting with the fact
that his own gender has changed.
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Achilles Forjan
{Mystery/Suspense novel)

Burlington, Vermont was a city known for its near-

nonexistent murder rate. So when bodies begin to appear
along with a mysterious note and a humiliating gesture from
the killer, local authorities scramble to discover who is
responsible.

A complicated series of events points to Amy Jane Spenser
as the prime suspect. She is troubled by sleep deprivation and
frequent memory lapses. Her job as a paramedic feeds her
compulsion to help people, but ultimately only renders her a crippled
witness to the human condition. Amy struggles with doubt over her own
mysterious behavior, and is left with no alibi for any of the murders
Her friend, Karma, uses her degree in Criminal Psychology and a gift for
psychometry to search for clues to Amy's innocence, in spite of a persistent
detective. The suspense builds as lives intertwine, and destinies dangle
precariously over an abyss of secrets and suppositions, until nothing can

ever be the same again.
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Baggage
(Suburban Drama novel)

During Hurricane Katrina, Patriarch Dominic Fontaine
meets his freakish demise-the rubble of his “hurricane-proof”
mansion all around him-and no one suspects that a vengeful
woman came to kill him.

Real estate agent, Sienna Bachman, always ethical and
historically judicious in her decisions, learns that karma can
come in two flavors; but she fears that she may taste only one.

The dark, handsome artist, Jerrin Boudreaux, Dominic
Fontaine's estranged son, must deal with the specter of his father's death,
loathing him more and more as Dominic's past betrayal is compounded by
still more family secrets.

Established agoraphobe, Cherise Fontaine, never understood her brother's
hatred for their father, but she needs him more than ever, now that Dominic
won't be around to coax her out of her shell.

As Bay St. Louis sits in flooded, flattened ruin, sixteen year old Noah is
stranded in Jackson during a gig with his band, waiting for his alcoholic
mother to join him as Katrina bears down on the coast. She never appears.
Desperate to find her, he has no resources left to him except the infamous
Envelope. Finally, he must open it, per his mother's instruction, in order to
find help from a stranger.

A petty thief named Kitcher is unaware of the role he plays in linking
these people together.

In the aftermath of the worst hurricane in American history, the secrets
held in a safe deposit box spur the Fontaine offspring into 2 journey of
enlightenment and self-discovery as their lives converge with strangers, and
the mystesies of karma, hope, and synchronicity take over.
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Random Act of Blindness
(Erotic Romance novella)

In this erotic novella, Rachel Leeds is a repressed
literature professor who struggles with taboo fantasies that
invade her sexual identity with razor-sharp intensity

Just as Rachel's answers begin to overpower her
questions, she crosses paths with a clever young lesbian who
isn't who she appears to be, and manages to turn her staid
academia into a firestorm of desire, pulling at the threads of
Rachel's carefully controlled existence.

Random Act of Blindness is a steamy lesbian tale that takes an often
superficial genre, and imbues it with eloquence, and multi-dimensional
facets; Baeli has created characters a reader can truly invest in and care
about.
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As You Were
{Romantic Suspense novel)

Tru, a performing singer-songwriter, and Brittany, a
photographer, shared 3 beautiful home on Castle Mountain
in Colorado, enjoyed orseback riding in the snow-laden
hills, and romantic nights in front of the fireplace.

But when an average day ends in a tragic accident, Tru
must embark upon a quest to regain the life she once had
with her lover, while sinister outsiders take advantage of the
precarious situation.

Yearning, revelations, and lurking danger pull at the threads of a once-
idyllic life. As You Were is a romantic story driven by mystery and suspense.
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Curse of Cache La Poudre
{Adventure novella)

Danica and Rikki have missed their plane, which couldn't
be worse news because now they might just miss their own
wedding. When a pilot of a small plane offers to fly them
there himself, they jump at the chance; after all, the man
swears he has one short stop to deliver supplies to a ranger
station in Cache la Poudre, then it's clear skies all the way.

The only trouble is, the stop along the way turns info a
destination all of its own, when the pilot, telling the women
they're his cargo, delivers them into the hands of an armed man. They're
needed for a babysitting job, whatever that means, but job or not, being
Kidnapped is not on Danica and Rikki's itinerary. They have a wedding to get
to, and 2 honeymoon, and being chased through the wilderness, while  great
bonding exercise, is not the romantic getaway they were expecting.

Then there's the ‘babysitting’. Even if they get away from the kidnappers,
dare they leave without checking first that there's not a baby there
somewhere?
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Plethora
{Southern Gothic Humor/Romance novel)

Brenna Clay, a quirky bisexual author, escapes with her
lover to the remote Ozark area of Hogscald, Brenna easily
becomes distracted by the machinations of her proposed
utopia-a place where Mother Nature is not always
nurturing, and her nearest neighbor lives in a treehouse and

thinks she's been inseminated by aliens. As an added bit of
entertainment, the Bubba's have out their binoculars, and are
watching from the knoll, having never seen a real, live "Lezbean Homo-Sek-
shul-

Meanwhile, Micah Rose Royce lives in Eureka Springs and works as a
masseuse. Fresh off a prolonged disability, she is anxious to feel human
again, but has difficulty getting started. Micah's social life almost magically
increases, yet she finds the choices fraught with peril Things are
complicated by her tendency to give in to her sexual appetite. She trudges
through the exasperating and often comical dating scene in real life and on

the Internet, still desperately searching for a suitable partner?
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Somewhere Else
(Soul Detective, Tabitha Meeks, #1)
(Speculative Esoterica novella)

A non-physical walk-in soul makes an agreement with
another incarnated soul to take over her body. The Walk-in,
perhaps too fearless, and too hungry for the pleasures of the
flesh, discovers she has inherited the life of Daclah Murdock,
a Mormon goody-two-shoes with a pathological attachment to
the color pink. The surrogate souls life as a lesbian cop did
not prepare her for this. Or did it? As a live-in caregiver for
two men--one blind, the other wheelchair bound--Daelah's
life seems bland and puerile.
Except that someone is trying to kill her.
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Resurrection Sticks
(Bandosapien Series #1)
(Speculative Adventure novella)

1¢'s hard enough building a life on a new planet, but when
yowre faced with dissension in your own tribe, you have to
decide and decide quickly just how far you're prepared to go.

Sivon is half Bandonese, half human. Her mother was one of
ten female survivors when their craft crashed on a farm in rural
Colorado. Now she is running from one of her own people,
risking everything for love and the things she believes in.

Mozzik, the self-appointed leader of the Bandosapiens, has
his own agenda, and Sivon has just crossed the line. He's out to find her, to
eliminate the risk she's flisting with and to assert his control once more over
the whole tribe.

But sometimes power is about more than control. Doing the right thing
can be the most powerful thing in the world...as Sivon is about to find out.

1f Mozzik doesn't kill her first,

View Book Trailer
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Another Justice
(Suspense/Vigilante Novel}

In Greek, Omega Fisher's name means "the end”. Now
there's real synchronicity in her name. Even her surname
conjures up the biblical phrase “fisher of men" - she is now
fishing for men, and she does, indeed, intend to END them. Is
there some meaning in this correlation, or is it just another
random alignment in a universe full of random alignments? It
hardly matters. Meg Fisher is who she is, and she's going to
do what she's going to do. Fish for them. End them.

Margo Benning is nowhere near so philosophical; she’s just an ordinary

woman, intent on running her thriving gym in Colorado Springs. It only
takes one violent event however, to throw her life into chaos. Unable to bear
reporting the crime against her, knowing there's every chance her attacker
will go free, Margo decides to follow the lead of a recent vigilante. She’s not
sure how to keep her actions from her girlfriend and her best friend, both
detectives with the Colorado Springs Police, but she's determined to deliver
another, more appropriate, justice.
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Formerly a managing editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor since 1995,
Bacls has slso done baok caver design, trpography, and formating since 1995.

Formerly & managing editor for two small presses, and s freclance editor since 1995,
“he has now co-founded Lesbian Literats Press with her pastner and fellos author Kate
Genet. Al this in 3ddition to maintaining the Kindred Ink Writer's Initiative, Kind Red
Ink Editing Services, a blog and three forums.

Constantly mining the world around her for literary tidbits, Baeli 1s always to be
found with notebook in hand, a self-confessed word magpie who sees everywhere the
fodder for her stories and essays.

She 12 alzo 3 talented singes/songwriter with oves 200 songs to hex credit, A canny
mix of business woman and astist, Kelli Jae Bacll is delighted to spend each and every
day teeding hes muze.

Baclt makes her home in Colorado and New Zealand with her Kiwi partner, author
Kate Genet. She looks forward to a life rich in words, music and stories.
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Also Known As DNA
{Book 2 of AKA Investigations Series)

Freshly ensconced in the house on Manor Lane, Jobeth and
Phoebe are enjoying the city of Lakewood, Colorado and
Jobeth's newly licensed AKA Investigations

After a fresh start in the Denver Metro region, life seems
idylic and full of promise.

The dream is soon shattered by ghosts from the past,
appearing to tear the fabric of love and trust. With the
company of their friend, Detective Ginger Grant, a
crecendoing battle of survival will test their courage, as they discover the
darker permutations of DNA.

One reviewer said: “...in true AKA Investigations style, events conspire to
spiral out of contral, testing the fortitude, depth of fecling and sheer courage of
each of the characters. Nail-biting action and heart-stopping tension take the reader
on a roller-coaster ride through the pages, piling one catastrophe on top of another
and testing the characters to. the limit. [ wasn't sure they'd all make it out alive in
this one, but it sure had me turning the pages to find out. Bacli i at the top of her
game here, delioering a book at once toucking and full of 0dd, often humorous bits
of wisdom and a storyline of exciting misadventure and action.”
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Armchair Detective
{Book 1 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth O'Brien awakens on the floor of her kitchen, her
battered face and the memory of an angry visitor tells her that
she is close to something important in her investigation. In
between this surveillance and delivering newspapers, her
beloved '62 Falcon is the scene of middle-of-the-night romps
with a lonely socialite, who gives her more than she
bargained for.

Her quest for the truth pits her against errant husbands, a
modern-day madam with a taste for blood, a horny landlady, a vicious attack
dog, and the lies she tells herself. Amid these challenges, Jobeth stakes out
her prey and runs for her life, continuing the investigation that pulls her into
close calls, unexpected allies, and more secrets.

Pt [obatii has secroty:of hiex ovrryandonfyflove can excavata fhom.
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Also Known As Rising & Falling
{Book 4 of AKA Investigations Series]

In a unique departure from the conventions of most serial fiction, this
novel depicts the events of the previous book, Also Known as
Syzygy, from the point of view of the women of The AKA
Investigations team.

~Lesbian Literati

Jobeth O'Brien discovers that even when she's out of
commission, due to a back injury, there’s no way she can stay
out of the loop. Not when so much is going on in her
household full of women.

There's a disturbing theme to things though, when time after time she and
Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger are forced to help women out of violent situations,
and go after the men intent on keeping those women exactly where they want
them.

Both couples--Jobeth and Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger--are suffering from the
side-effect of all this, questioning their roles in the world and their
relationships.

Phoebe is she from whom all blessings flow--but is this enough for her?

Jobeth is sharp but unschooled--she's not liking how she compares to
Phoebe’s old college friends.
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Also Known As Syzygy
{Book 3 of AKA Investigations Series}
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Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak
{Book 5 of AKA Investigations Series)

Jobeth and Phoebe go back to basics in more ways than one.

With the Ascension House up and running, and Jobeth
busier than ever with her Investigations, Phoebe thinks it's
time that she and Jobeth have a vacation. Especially since
they have lost track of their intimate time together. She
suggests a unique mountain getaway called Sleepy Cat Peak
Lofty Cabins—a retreat for the gay community where the
cabins are treshouses.

While Jobeth tries to resist the urge to investigate the
interesting goings-on in the winter oasis, she also has to deal with some
sobering questions about her relationship with Phoebe; and although Phoebe
made Jobeth promise to leave her gun and her investigative obsession at
home, she can't help but get involved in the life and drama of the old lesbian
couple who run the place.

But neither Jobeth nor Phoebe expected their getaway to turn into
something so pivotal to their relationship, nor fo have to explore
preconceived notions so profoundly. Can Jobeth get past her own
boundaries? Or will she lose Phoebe forever?






